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 One way in which the actions that 
cause global change are different 
from most of these is that the effects 
take decades to centuries to be 
realized. This fact causes many 
concerned people to consider taking 
action now to protect the values of 
those who might be affected by 
global environmental change in years 
to come. But because of uncertainty 
about how global environmental 
systems work, and because the 
people affected will probably live in 
circumstances very much different 
from those of today and may have 
different values, it is hard to know 
how present-day actions will affect 
them. 

 To project or forecast the human 
consequences of global change at 
some point in the relatively distant 
future, one would need to know at 
least the following: 

 



 the future state of the natural 
environment, 

 the future of social and economic 
organization, 

 the values held by the members of 
future social groups, 

 the proximate effects of global 
change on those values, and 

 the responses that humans will 
have made in anticipation of global 
change or in response to ongoing 
global change. 

 



 
 The human responses relevant to 

global change differ along several 
dimensions. We consider the 
following analytic distinctions useful 
for thinking about the range of 
responses available. 
 

 Responses to Experienced Versus 
Anticipated Change People and 
social institutions may respond to 
environmental change as it is 
experienced (post facto) or as it is 
anticipated.1 In the past, people 
responded mainly to experienced 
environmental change; only in very 
recent history, because of increasing 
scientific knowledge, has there been 
any rational basis for anticipatory 
responses. Policy makers and others 
are now faced with a variety of 
options, some of which involve 
anticipatory action and some of 
which depend on awaiting the 
experience of global change. 

https://www.nap.edu/read/1792/chapter/6


 Some human actions can be taken 
deliberately in response to global change. 
For instance, people can build dikes to 
keep out rising seas or reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions to mitigate global warming. 
Human actions can also affect human 
responses to global change incidentally to 
their intended purposes. For example, 
European settlement of the Americas gave 
Europeans and, later, others access to a 
wider variety of food crops, making 
human survival less dependent, at least in 
principle, on a small number of staples 
that might be vulnerable to altered 
growing conditions caused by 
environmental change. World markets 
have subsequently reduced the number of 
major staple foods so that, in practice, 
people may eat no larger a variety of 
foods than before (Plotkin, 1988). High 
taxes on gasoline in Europe and Japan, 
enacted for reasons unrelated to the 
global environment, encouraged 

 Coordinated Versus Uncoordinated 
Responses  



 Response to global change may be coordinated, as through the policies of 
governments or trade associations aimed at eliciting the same action from many 
actors, or uncoordinated, as with independent actions of households or small firms. 
Both types of response can be either anticipatory or post facto; both can affect 
global change either deliberately or incidentally. Moreover, coordinated and 
uncoordinated responses can be connected to each other, in that coordinated 
actions by governments and industries can create new options for uncoordinated 
actors, prohibit responses, or raise or lower their costs. 


