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Influence on Policy and Public Attitudes
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ABSTRACT
Climate activism has evolved into a pivotal force 
driving social change and influencing public policy 
worldwide. This article systematically examines how 
grassroots movements and global campaigns have 
mobilized public opinion and spurred legislative action 
on climate change. It delves into the historical context 
of climate activism, from its early days to the present, 
and evaluates its effectiveness in instigating policy 
reforms and shaping societal norms. By analyzing key 
campaigns and their impacts, the review identifies 
both the successes and the ongoing challenges 
faced by activists, including political resistance and 
public skepticism. The discussion extends to the 
criticism of various activist methods and the potential 
pathways for future activism to further influence 
environmental policy and promote sustainable societal 
transformations.
Keywords: Climate activism, Grassroots movements, 
Policy influence, Public attitudes, Social change

Introduction
Climate activism has become a dynamic force in the 
global landscape, deeply influencing public discourse 
on environmental issues and catalyzing substantial 
shifts in both policy frameworks and societal norms. As 
the urgency of addressing climate change intensifies, so 
too does the visibility and impact of climate activism. 
From grassroots initiatives to expansive global net-
works, activists have mobilized to demand urgent action 
from governments, corporations, and individuals alike.

The purpose of this review is to critically assess the 
extent to which climate activism has shaped public pol-
icy and transformed societal attitudes toward climate 
change and environmental stewardship. By examining 
a spectrum of movements ranging from local commu-
nity engagements to prominent global campaigns, this 
article aims to illuminate the multifaceted nature of cli-
mate activism and its role in driving environmental and 
social change.

Within this context, the scope of our exploration 
extends across various forms of activism, acknowledging 
the diverse strategies and scales at which these 
movements operate. We aim to understand how localized 
actions resonate and influence broader global initiatives 
and vice versa, underscoring the interconnectedness of 
efforts in the fight against climate change.

Historical Context of Climate Activism
Early Movements in Climate Activism
Climate activism has deep roots that trace back several 
decades, originating from broader environmental move-
ments concerned with global ecological degradation.1–6 
One of the earliest manifestations of climate activism 

emerged during the 1970s, following the establish-
ment of Earth Day in 1970, which marked a pivotal mo-
ment for environmental advocacy in the United States 
and eventually worldwide.7 This period witnessed the 
formation of several key organizations, such as Green-
peace in 1971 and later Friends of the Earth, which be-
gan addressing climate change as part of their broader 
environmental agendas during the late 1980s.8

The early movements laid the groundwork for 
climate activism by raising awareness about human-
induced climate change and advocating for significant 
policy changes. Notable achievements from this era 
include the influence on the creation of the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 1988, 
which was pivotal in shaping global understanding 
and policy regarding climate change.9 These founda-
tional activities highlighted the interconnectedness of 
global ecosystems and the dire need for a coordinated 
response to environmental threats, setting the stage 
for the more focused and forceful climate activism that 
would emerge in the following decades.

Evolution of Climate Activism
Climate activism has undergone significant transfor-
mation since its early days, adapting to the evolving 
scientific understanding of climate change and shifts 
in political and economic landscapes. The 1990s 
marked a transition from awareness-raising to more di-
rect action and advocacy, with the establishment of the 
Kyoto Protocol in 1997 serving as a key moment that 
galvanized international efforts and activist respons-
es.10 This period also saw the rise of climate marches 
and more confrontational tactics by groups like Ex-
tinction Rebellion, which emerged in the late 2010s 
to push for urgent policy action through high-profile 
protests and civil disobedience.11

The advent of social media in the early 2000s revo-
lutionized climate activism, enabling rapid dissemina-
tion of information and coordination of global events 
like the People’s Climate March in 2014, which mo-
bilized hundreds of thousands of participants world-
wide.12 This era also witnessed a growing emphasis on 
intersectionality within the movement, acknowledg-
ing the disparate impact of climate change on differ-
ent communities and integrating broader social justice 
issues into climate advocacy. These strategic evolu-
tions reflect an ongoing refinement of tactics aimed at 
increasing effectiveness in driving policy change and 
influencing public opinion on climate issues.

Influential Climate Campaigns
Climate activism has seen several influential cam-
paigns that have significantly impacted global policy 
and public awareness. The “Road to Paris” initiative 
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by 350.org, which led up to the 2015 Paris Agreement, 
mobilized millions globally, underscoring the power 
of coordinated, worldwide protests to influence inter-
national climate policy.13 This campaign, highlighting 
the urgency of emissions reductions and renewable 
energy transitions, successfully pressured nations into 
making substantial commitments to combat climate 
change, reflected in the near-universal agreement on 
capping global temperature rise.14

The “Fossil Fuel Divestment” campaign, spearhead-
ed by organizations like Greenpeace and the Sierra 
Club, has pushed over 1,100 institutions to divest 
more than $11 trillion from fossil fuels as of 2020.15 
This movement not only shifts financial resources 
away from fossil fuel companies but also stigmatizes 
the continuation of fossil fuel dependency, influencing 
both public and private sector policies toward greener 
alternatives.

Launched by Greta Thunberg in 2018, the “Global 
Climate Strike” rapidly galvanized a new generation of 
activists, with millions of participants from over 150 
countries.16 This movement has been pivotal in em-
phasizing the urgency of the climate crisis, leading to 
heightened media coverage and forcing governments 
to reconsider their environmental policies under pub-
lic scrutiny.17

The “Green New Deal,” proposed most notably in the 
United States and the European Union, encapsulates 
the socio-economic breadth of climate action, propos-
ing sweeping reforms to tackle climate change through 
job creation in sustainable industries.18 Inspired by 
historical policy shifts, this proposal has catalyzed 
discussions on how economies can transition toward 
sustainability without compromising on economic 
security for citizens. These campaigns exemplify the 
dynamic and evolving strategies of climate activism, 
demonstrating the significant influence that sustained 
public pressure can have on shaping both national and 
global environmental agendas.

Impact on Public Policy
Policy Changes Influenced by Climate Activism
Climate activism has catalyzed numerous concrete pol-
icy changes globally, reflecting the powerful influence 
of organized movements on governmental agendas. 
For example, in the United States, local movements 
have successfully pushed for the adoption of stringent 
emission standards in states like California, where cli-
mate activists have been pivotal in enacting policies 
that mandate significant reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions and promote electric vehicle use.19 These 
standards have become benchmarks for other states 
and countries, showcasing the direct impact of activ-
ism on policy formulation.

Furthermore, the persistence of climate movements 
like the Sunrise Movement significantly contributed to 
the conceptualization and promotion of the Green New 
Deal, which has reshaped climate policy discussions at 
the federal level in the United States.20 The proposal, 
although not yet fully adopted, has influenced numer-
ous local and state-level initiatives aimed at reducing 

carbon footprints and promoting renewable energy 
solutions.21

In Europe, activism by Extinction Rebellion and 
similar groups has led to the declaration of climate 
emergencies in multiple countries, including the 
United Kingdom and France. These declarations are 
not merely symbolic; they have catalyzed increased 
government funding toward climate resilience and 
adaptation strategies, illustrating a direct correlation 
between activist pressure and policy enactment.19 The 
UK’s commitment to achieving net-zero carbon emis-
sions by 2050 is a direct outcome of concerted efforts 
by activists to push climate issues to the forefront of 
political agendas.22

In France, following sustained protests by groups 
like the Yellow Vests, which initially opposed fuel 
taxes but later broadened to encompass broader 
environmental justice issues, the government rolled 
out a series of measures to curb carbon emissions and 
increase public investment in green infrastructure. 
These measures include subsidies for electric car 
purchases and enhancements to public transportation 
systems to reduce dependence on fossil fuels.23

In Germany, the Energiewende policy, aimed at 
transitioning to renewable energy, gained significant 
momentum from grassroots campaigns and public 
pressure. This policy has led to substantial investments 
in wind and solar power, making Germany a leader in 
renewable energy among industrialized nations.21

India has seen similar impacts, where sustained 
climate activism has led to the implementation of the 
National Action Plan on Climate Change. This plan 
prioritizes eight national missions on sustainable de-
velopment, directly reflecting the demands and influ-
ence of climate advocacy groups within the country.24

These instances highlight the effectiveness of cli-
mate activism in translating grassroots energy into 
tangible policy actions, underscoring the critical role 
of public mobilization in shaping a sustainable envi-
ronmental policy landscape.

Government Responses to Climate Activism
Governments worldwide have demonstrated varied 
responses to the escalating pressures exerted by cli-
mate activists, often leading to significant shifts in 
environmental policies. In the United Kingdom, the 
government’s response to the persistent activism 
by groups like Extinction Rebellion and the broader 
public concern has culminated in the declaration of a 
“climate emergency.” This declaration has acted as a 
precursor to more stringent climate policies, including 
the commitment to achieve net-zero carbon emissions 
by 2050, a direct acknowledgment of the activists’ 
demands.25

Similarly, in Canada, climate marches and lobbying 
by environmental groups have influenced several pro-
vincial governments to adopt more aggressive climate 
targets and invest in renewable energy projects. The 
federal response has included the implementation of 
a carbon pricing policy, which was heavily advocated 
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for by grassroots organizations and has set a precedent 
for carbon management strategies in North America.26

In response to activism in Australia, particularly 
during the catastrophic bushfires of 2019–2020, the 
government has faced increasing pressure to revise its 
climate policies. While the response has been mixed, 
there has been a gradual shift toward investing in re-
newable energy and away from coal-powered energy, 
reflecting the growing public and activist push for a 
transition to greener alternatives.27

These examples illustrate the tangible impact of cli-
mate activism on government actions across different 
political and environmental contexts, highlighting the 
pivotal role of sustained public pressure in shaping na-
tional and international policy agendas.

Long-Term Policy Shifts Inspired by Climate Activism
Climate activism has not only sparked immediate gov-
ernmental responses but also catalyzed significant 
long-term policy shifts worldwide. One of the most pro-
found impacts has been the incorporation of climate 
goals into national and international frameworks, such 
as the Paris Agreement, which was significantly influ-
enced by global climate movements advocating for 
stringent, enforceable climate action standards. This 
agreement has prompted countries to set ambitious 
carbon reduction goals, with regular updates that re-
flect the growing demands of the public and activists 
alike.28

In the United States, sustained climate activism has 
led to the development of comprehensive climate ac-
tion plans at the state level, such as California’s Global 
Warming Solutions Act, which was initially passed in 
2006 and has undergone various amendments to tight-
en emissions targets. This act has served as a model for 
other states, demonstrating the effectiveness of com-
bining regulatory frameworks with renewable energy 
incentives to drive down carbon emissions.29

Similarly, in the European Union, continuous ac-
tivist pressure has supported the advancement of the 
Green Deal, an overarching strategy to make the EU 
climate-neutral by 2050. This long-term policy shift is 
a direct result of decades of lobbying, public demon-
strations, and engagement with policymakers at all 
levels, proving that sustained activist efforts can lead 
to substantial legislative and policy outcomes.30

Influence on Societal Attitudes
Shifting Public Perceptions Through Climate 
Activism
Climate activism has played a pivotal role in transform-
ing public perceptions regarding climate change and 
environmental stewardship. Research indicates a sig-
nificant shift in public opinion toward recognizing the 
urgency of climate issues, largely due to high-visibility 
campaigns and persistent activist efforts.31 For exam-
ple, the widespread coverage of youth-led movements 
such as Fridays for Future has not only elevated the 
discourse around climate change but also mobilized a 
younger demographic, making climate action a central 
issue in family and educational settings.32

Moreover, the media’s increasing focus on climate-
related disasters and the role of activism in highlighting 
these issues has led to a broader public understanding 
of the links between lifestyle choices and environ-
mental impacts. This awareness is crucial as it lays 
the groundwork for more informed decision-making 
by individuals and communities. Studies have shown 
that regions with active climate protest movements ex-
perience greater public engagement and demand for 
sustainable practices, influencing local government 
policies and corporate behaviors.33

Behavioral Changes: Instances Where Activism has 
Inspired Widespread Changes in Consumer Behavior 
and Lifestyle
Climate activism has had a tangible impact on consum-
er behavior, driving shifts toward more environmentally 
conscious lifestyles. Research indicates that individu-
als exposed to high-profile movements such as Fridays 
for Future and Extinction Rebellion are more likely to 
adopt sustainable practices, including reducing plas-
tic use, conserving energy, and making eco-friendly 
purchases.34 Studies have shown that climate activism 
plays a significant role in raising awareness about the 
environmental impact of consumer goods, particu-
larly in the food, fashion, and transportation sectors. 
For instance, campaigns against fast fashion have led 
to increased demand for sustainable clothing, with a 
marked rise in the popularity of secondhand shopping 
and brands that prioritize ethical production.35

Furthermore, activism has sparked a growing shift 
toward plant-based diets, largely due to movements 
highlighting the environmental toll of the meat indus-
try. Public figures, such as Greta Thunberg, and cam-
paigns like Meatless Mondays have helped mainstream 
plant-based eating as a climate-friendly choice.36 Stud-
ies reveal that such advocacy has resulted in a measur-
able increase in plant-based food consumption and a 
reduction in meat intake, especially among younger 
populations and those engaged in climate activism.37

Moreover, lifestyle changes extend beyond individ-
ual actions, influencing collective behaviors such as 
opting for public transportation and advocating for re-
newable energy solutions, both of which reflect broad-
er societal shifts driven by climate awareness.

Education and Awareness: The Role of Activism in 
Enhancing Education and Awareness About Climate 
Issues
Climate activism has been instrumental in raising pub-
lic awareness and understanding of the urgency of 
environmental issues. Youth-led movements such as 
Fridays for Future and the global presence of Extinc-
tion Rebellion have significantly heightened aware-
ness about climate change, especially among younger 
demographics.38 These movements have made climate 
literacy a mainstream topic, resulting in increased in-
corporation of climate science in school curriculums 
and higher public demand for climate education.39,40 
Research has shown that participation in activism 
not only increases awareness of climate issues but 
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also motivates individuals to seek further information 
and become involved in environmental advocacy.41 
This educational ripple effect extends beyond formal 
schooling, encouraging lifelong learning about sus-
tainability, renewable energy, and conservation efforts.

In addition to school-based education, social me-
dia has been a powerful tool in disseminating climate 
knowledge. Platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and 
TikTok have allowed activists to engage with diverse 
audiences and spread critical information about the 
impacts of climate change, scientific findings, and 
sustainable practices.42 This democratization of in-
formation has led to a more informed public that is 
increasingly capable of holding policymakers and 
corporations accountable for their environmental re-
sponsibilities.43 Studies have also shown that individ-
uals engaged in climate activism tend to exhibit higher 
levels of environmental literacy and are more likely to 
participate in community-based sustainability initia-
tives, further strengthening the public’s knowledge 
and commitment to addressing climate issues.44,45

Case Studies
Local Success Stories: Examination of Successful 
Local Grassroots Movements and Their Outcomes
Local grassroots movements have been pivotal in ad-
dressing climate challenges at the community level, 
often leading to tangible environmental and policy 
changes. One notable example is the “Zero Waste” 
movement in Kamikatsu, Japan. This small town aimed 
to eliminate waste by implementing an extensive recy-
cling program that has achieved an 80% recycling rate, 
a significant reduction in landfill waste, and national 
recognition for its sustainability efforts.46,47 This local 
initiative has inspired similar movements across Japan 
and internationally, showing the power of small com-
munities to enact meaningful environmental change.

Another successful local effort is the “Transition 
Town” initiative, which started in Totnes, UK. This 
grassroots movement focuses on building local resil-
ience to climate change by encouraging sustainable 
energy use, supporting local food production, and fos-
tering community-driven renewable energy projects.48 
Since its inception, the Transition Town model has 
spread to over 1,200 communities worldwide, helping 
reduce carbon emissions and promoting local sustain-
ability efforts.49 These examples underscore the effec-
tiveness of grassroots climate activism in influencing 
local policies, fostering community engagement, and 
inspiring broader environmental movements across 
regions.

Global Movements: Analysis of Fridays for  
Future and its Impact
The Fridays for Future movement, initiated by Greta 
Thunberg in 2018, has emerged as one of the most 
influential global climate activism movements. It mo-
bilized millions of young people across the world to 
demand urgent action on climate change from political 
leaders. By organizing regular climate strikes, Fridays 
for Future has drawn significant media attention, 

contributing to a growing public awareness of the cli-
mate crisis and the need for systemic changes.50,51 In 
September 2019, the movement organized a global cli-
mate strike that saw participation from over 7.6 million  
people across 185 countries, making it one of the larg-
est environmental protests in history.52

The impact of Fridays for Future extends beyond 
public demonstrations. It has influenced political dis-
course and policy discussions in various countries, 
pushing governments to set more ambitious climate 
targets. For example, the European Union’s Green Deal 
and Germany’s commitment to carbon neutrality by 
2045 were influenced, in part, by the youth climate 
activism that emerged from this movement.53,54 Addi-
tionally, Fridays for Future has helped to create a sense 
of global solidarity among climate activists, linking 
localized efforts to a broader international movement. 
The movement’s emphasis on intergenerational equity 
has also prompted new discussions on climate justice, 
highlighting the moral responsibility of current gener-
ations to protect the planet for future ones.55

Challenges and Critiques
Challenges Facing Activists
Climate activists face a myriad of challenges that hin-
der their efforts to drive meaningful change. Politically, 
activists often encounter resistance from government 
bodies and policymakers who may prioritize economic 
growth over environmental considerations. This resis-
tance is compounded by the substantial influence of 
fossil fuel lobbies, which exert considerable power in 
shaping climate-related policies, often to the detriment 
of progressive climate action.56,57 Socially, activists 
must navigate a landscape of public skepticism and 
misinformation, which can diminish the perceived 
urgency of their cause and undermine public support. 
This skepticism is sometimes fueled by misinforma-
tion campaigns funded by vested interests that aim to 
discredit scientific consensus and downplay the sever-
ity of climate issues.58,59

Economically, funding remains a significant barrier. 
Many grassroots movements struggle to secure the 
financial resources needed to sustain their activities 
and expand their reach. The lack of funding limits 
their ability to conduct comprehensive campaigns, 
gather data, and employ full-time staff, ultimately 
impacting the scale and effectiveness of their 
initiatives.60 Furthermore, the economic repercussions 
of advocating for stringent environmental regulations 
can provoke backlash from industries reliant on fossil 
fuels, creating additional political and social obstacles 
for activists.61,62

Criticism of Methods
Climate activism, while pivotal in advancing envi-
ronmental discussions and actions, faces criticism 
over its methods and the impacts of those methods. 
Some scholars argue that certain confrontational tac-
tics used by activists can alienate the public and po-
larize debate, potentially leading to entrenchment 
rather than dialogue. Instances of disruptive protests 
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and radical rhetoric, for example, have been cited as 
counterproductive in gaining broad-based support.63 
Moreover, the emotional and sometimes apocalyp-
tic messaging employed by some groups can lead to 
“doom fatigue,” where the public becomes desensi-
tized to the urgency of climate issues due to constant 
exposure to dire predictions.64,65

Additionally, critiques extend to the practical im-
pacts of certain activist-driven policies. Economists 
have pointed out that rapid, unstructured transitions 
advocated by some groups might lead to adverse eco-
nomic repercussions without significantly mitigating 
climate change. For example, sudden fossil fuel divest-
ments without viable alternatives can lead to economic 
instability and loss of jobs, which disproportionate-
ly affects lower-income communities, thus sparking 
debates about the justice and equity of such activist 
strategies.66–68

Conclusion
Climate activism has undeniably carved deep impres-
sions on both public policy and societal attitudes to-
ward environmental issues. It has catalyzed significant 
legislative changes, swayed public opinion, and inten-
sified awareness around the criticality of sustainable 
practices. The movement’s evolution from grassroots 
rallies to substantial global campaigns has not only 
spotlighted the urgency of the climate crisis but has 
also pressured governments and corporations to prior-
itize green initiatives.

Looking ahead, the trajectory of climate activism 
appears poised to expand further, incorporating more 
innovative strategies and technologies to enhance its 
reach and impact. As global awareness grows and the 
demand for sustainable solutions intensifies, climate 
activism is likely to play an even more critical role in 
shaping our environmental future. The movement’s 
adaptability and growing influence suggest that it will 
continue to be a pivotal force in advocating for effec-
tive and equitable climate policies, ultimately steering 
more profound and widespread changes in how societ-
ies value and interact with their environments.
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