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We welcome O’Byrne and colleagues’ response to our piece, as a valuable contribution to the growing debate around how to accelerate urgently-needed reductions in people’s personal environmental footprints. We agree with some of the authors’ points, disagree on others, and conclude that actions targeting individuals and “a higher level of organization” are both likely to be essential.
At a trivial level, the primary focus of our paper is not, as O’Bryne et al. suggest, to “make suggestions as to how environmental behavior across society can be influenced in a positive direction”. Rather we focus on comparing environmentally-significant behaviours and knowledge of three groups of people in order to examine whether conservationists have smaller footprints, whether actions vary with knowledge, and whether they co-vary with one another. Suggestions for influencing behaviour are only explored in some of the sections of the Discussion. Likewise, we do not “focus solely on consumption-oriented choices” – unless decisions over how many children to have now fall under the heading of consumerism. And while we agree that if a pulmonologist smokes it does not impact on their medical expertise, we suggest it may make them a less credible advocate of giving up smoking.

More importantly, we agree strongly with O’Byrne and colleagues’ general argument that societal-level interventions are likely to be key in reducing people’s footprints. For that reason we used a lengthy paragraph in the Introduction, half a paragraph of the Discussion, and around 20 citations, to highlight the importance, in limiting or enabling pro-environmental behaviour, of (inter alia) social norms; structural, cognitive and economic constraints (including regulations and incentives); and choice architecture. Among the behaviours we quantified, high-level interventions are likely to play an important role, for example, in determining people’s adoption of energy-saving measures at home, how they travel to work, how much they recycle their waste, and their choice of family size.
However, we maintain that individual or family-level autonomous choice is also important (see McLeroy et al. 1988 for an analogous argument in the health sector). The people we sampled do, we contend, have considerable freedom to decide how much meat they eat. It is largely up to them whether they offset their carbon footprint, whether they buy bottled water, and how much of their food they throw away. They can choose whether they take holidays that require flying, and how many children or pets they have. Arguing otherwise risks, in our view, absolving people of liability for their actions. Of course there are high-level interventions that can encourage and sustain shifts in all these behaviours, but individuals also have the power and responsibility to act, even under current conditions. By doing so they can both reduce their own impacts and help catalyse and legitimize higher-level changes needed for bringing about much greater reductions across society at large. 
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