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Communicating with the public about climate 

change – cold facts and hot air

The webinar will begin shortly.
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3Our approach 3

5 mini-focus groups
• Each lasting 90 mins and including 4-5 people

Nationally representative survey
• 10-min survey among c.2000 GB adults
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4Our team for this study 4

Ben Potts

Director

Tom Clarkson 

Director
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Engaged Convenient

Accidental Unengaged

Environmental involvement – what about you?

I'm very concerned about my impact 

on the environment and make 

considerable effort to reduce it (e.g. I 

am prepared to spend more time, effort 

and/or money in order to make green 

choices)

It's an added bonus if what I'm doing is 

environmentally friendly but it's not a 

big issue for me

I think about my impact on the 

environment and try to do 

things to make a difference 

whenever I can (i.e. I make 

green choices but ideally this 

doesn't cost me more in 

money or effort)

I don't tend to think about my 

impact on the environment in 

my day-to-day life

5



Environmental involvement has not changed much since 2010 6

Q1. Thinking generally about how you make decisions about what to buy, how to travel, how to live your day-to-day life, which best describes you?
Base: 2010: 1,000 UK adults 18+; 2021 2,090 UK adults 18+ 

11%
16%

30%
29%

52% 45%

8% 10%

2010 2021

Very concerned about my impact on

the environment and make

considerable effort to reduce it

I think about my impact on the

environment and try to make a

difference

Added bonus if what I'm doing is

environmentally friendly but it's not a big

issue for me

Don't tend to think about my impact on

the environment
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Only10%
making ‘a 

considerable 

effort’

…no higher 

than a 

decade ago!



Some positive change in attitudes towards personal action since 2010 8

Q6. To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? Base: 2010: 1,000 UK adults 18+; 2021 2,090 UK adults 18+  

3%
5% 3%

9%
6%

34%

26%

39%

46%

12%
17%

2010 2021

Strongly agree

Tend to agree

Neither nor

Tend to disagree

Strongly disagree

Don't know

I want to change my 
behaviour to help reduce 

climate change

3%

13%
16%

29%

34%

25%

22%

25%
20%

7% 6%

2010 2021

Strongly agree

Tend to agree

Neither nor

Tend to disagree

Strongly disagree

Don't know

As an individual I can't do 
much to help reduce climate 

change



Looking ahead
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Considering 

how climate 

change might 

affect people 

in the UK, how 

do you feel 

about the 

future?

Very / 

quite 

optimistic

37%

Don’t 

know 

9%

Very / quite 

worried

54%

The optimists are more likely to:
• have children in the home

• be less involved with environmental action

• say they don’t really know what causes climate change. 

They’re also less likely to think we’ll see the impact in the UK.
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Do you think 

climate 

change will 

have 

noticeable 

effects on our 

day-to-day 

life in the UK? 
If so, when?

Yes – 82%

57%

19%

12%

4%

1%

7%

Already seeing changes

In next 10-20 years

In 20-50 years

In 50-100 years

In 100 years or more

Not sure when

Climate change 

denial is no 

longer an issue. 

Nearly half of UK 

adults think 

climate change is 

already on the 

doorstep.



16%

12%

12%

11%

11%

7%

4%

4%

3%

12%

16%

11%

11%

10%

7%

6%

4%

3%

12%

13%

12%

11%

9%

7%

7%

6%

4%

Extreme weather events like heat waves, cold waves and storms

Loss of natural habitats e.g. rainforests, coral reefs

Microplastics and single use plastics in rivers and seas

Loss of different species of animals and plants

Melting ice caps and rising sea levels

Droughts and lack of clean drinking water

Increased flooding

More refugees as climate change forces people to move

Wildfires

Most concerning 2nd most 3rd most

Q5. Below is a list of environmental issues: please pick the top three most concerning to you and rank them in order, where 1 is the most concerning, 2 the 
second most concerning etc. Base: 2,090 UK adults 18+

There are some tensions in perceptions of CSR 12Biggest concerns

Plastic is not the number one concern on our list – at a time with lots of recent media coverage, extreme weather is the 
most concerning of all.  

12



…as a country known for its preoccupation with weather, 

perhaps no surprise that extreme weather events is our 

No.1 environmental concern.
Photo by Ryan Grady on Unsplash
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Language matters
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15Does anyone actually know what they’re talking about? 15



1616

Q4. How familiar are you with each of the following terms: ‘Net zero’? Base: 2,090 UK adults 18+ June/July 2021



Familiarity with climate change terms 17

Q4. How familiar are you with each of the following terms? Base: 2,090 UK adults 18+

21% 21%
14% 11% 11% 10% 8% 8% 7%

44% 41%

40%

32%
27% 26% 26% 24%

19%

Renewable

energy

Plant-based

diet

Carbon

footprint

Carbon

neutral

Climate

emergency

Food miles Biofuel Carbon

offsetting

Net zero

Heard it and have

a good idea what it

means

Heard it and know

a lot about it

Terms that many industries may be comfortable with using and frequently communicating are often not universally 

understood.



Familiarity with climate change terms 18

Q4. How familiar are you with each of the following terms? Base: 2,090 UK adults 18+

21% 21%
14% 11% 11% 10% 8% 8% 7%

44% 41%

40%

32%
27% 26% 26% 24%

19%

24%
24%

32%

33%

25%
20%

35%
31%

25%

8%
8% 11%

16%

16%

11%

18%
21%

19%

Renewable

energy

Plant-based

diet

Carbon

footprint

Carbon

neutral

Climate

emergency

Food miles Biofuel Carbon

offsetting

Net zero

Heard it, but no idea

what it means

Heard it, and have a

vague idea what it

means

Heard it and have a

good idea what it

means

Heard it and know a

lot about it

Terms that many industries may be comfortable with using and frequently communicating are often not universally 

understood. 



Familiarity with climate change terms 19

Q4. How familiar are you with each of the following terms? Base: 2,090 UK adults 18+

21% 21%
14% 11% 11% 10% 8% 8% 7%

44% 41%

40%

32%
27% 26%

26% 24%
19%

24%
24%

32%

33%

25%
20%

35%
31%

25%

8%
8%

11%

16%

16%

11%

18%
21%

19%

3% 6% 8%

20%

32%

13% 16%

30%

Renewable

energy

Plant-based

diet

Carbon

footprint

Carbon

neutral

Climate

emergency

Food miles Biofuel Carbon

offsetting

Net zero

Never heard this

term before

Heard it, but no

idea what it means

Heard it, and have

a vague idea what

it means

Heard it and have

a good idea what

it means

Heard it and know

a lot about it

Terms that many industries may be comfortable with using and frequently communicating are often not universally 

understood. 



Familiarity with climate change terms 20

• Many struggle to explain 

what causes climate change 

or how key actions might 

have an impact.

• Key scientific concepts 

about climate change are 

jumbled or misunderstood.

Carbon 

footprint

Climate 

change

Greenhouse 

gas 

emissions

Green 

energy

Plastics

Buying 

local

Protecting 

wildlife
Recycling



Making a difference



89%

77%

53%
45% 43% 40% 40% 38%

32%

6%

Recycle as

much as

possible

Use LED bulbs

rather than

regular

filament bulbs

Travel by car

less

Travel by air

less

Install cavity

wall insulation

Reduce use of

tumble dryer

Have fewer

showers each

week

Use a green

(renewable)

energy plan or

supplier

Reduce or stop

eating meat

Replace a

petrol / diesel

car with an

electric or

hybrid car

Actions that consumers already take / have taken to help stop climate change

Recycling is the most widely reported action that consumers already take

Q9. And please tell us which of these you are already doing / have done, and which you would be prepared to do, to help stop climate change? Base: 
2,090 UK adults 18+
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89%

77%

53%
45% 43% 40% 40% 38%

32%

6%

5%

13%

14%

14% 18%
16% 19%

37%

18%

43%

Recycle as

much as

possible

Use LED bulbs

rather than

regular

filament bulbs

Travel by car

less

Travel by air

less

Install cavity

wall insulation

Reduce use of

tumble dryer

Have fewer

showers each

week

Use a green

(renewable)

energy plan or

supplier

Reduce or stop

eating meat

Replace a

petrol / diesel

car with an

electric or

hybrid car

Actions that consumers already take or would be prepared to take to help stop 

climate change

Already doing / done this Not done this yet, but would be prepared to

Significant proportions would be prepared to “go green” on their car or energy

Q9. And please tell us which of these you are already doing / have done, and which you would be prepared to do, to help stop climate change? Base: 
2,090 UK adults 18+

23



89%

77%

53%
45% 43% 40% 40% 38%

32%

6%

5%

13%

14%

14% 18%
16% 19%

37%

18%

43%

2%
4%

16%

15% 7%
11%

32%
10%

40%

19%

Recycle as

much as

possible

Use LED bulbs

rather than

regular

filament bulbs

Travel by car

less

Travel by air

less

Install cavity

wall insulation

Reduce use of

tumble dryer

Have fewer

showers each

week

Use a green

(renewable)

energy plan or

supplier

Reduce or stop

eating meat

Replace a

petrol / diesel

car with an

electric or

hybrid car

Actions that consumers are already doing or would be prepared to or would not 

be prepared to take to help stop climate change

Already doing / done this Not done this yet, but would be prepared to Not done this, and would not be prepared to

A strong minority would not consider going without meat

Q9. And please tell us which of these you are already doing / have done, and which you would be prepared to do, to help stop climate change? Base: 
2,090 UK adults 18+

24
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Photo by Callum Shaw on Unsplash

Younger 

people do 

clearly care…

25

…BUT it’s the oldest 

generation who are 

taking the most 

practical action to help.

++ More worried about what climate change means for 

other countries than the UK

Actively choose brands that are taking action on 

climate change
++

+ Want to change their behaviour to help reduce 

climate change 

+ Interested to understand their own carbon footprint 

https://unsplash.com/s/photos/sitting-on-hands?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


26“It’s true that the young show greater concern about the 

environment according to some measures, but the differences 

are not huge and they have not translated into markedly more 

sustainable behaviours. 

The impression given by endless articles and analysis is of a clean 

generational break. 

This is not just misleading but dangerous, as it suggests that we 

can rely on young people to both demand action from 

government and take action themselves.”

Generations, Does when you’re born shape who you are? 

Bobby Duffy (2021)

Photo by Callum Shaw on Unsplash
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Perception: What makes most difference to climate change? 27

Q8. Thinking of the actions that individuals could take to help stop climate change, please rank how much positive difference you think each of the 
following would make? Base: 2,090 UK adults 18+ *Source Financial Times

PERCEPTION

For key environmentally friendly actions, perception is very different to fact!

How much these could help stop climate change

FACT

CO₂ emissions saved* (tonnes per year)

Recycling as much as possible

Choosing a green energy plan

Replacing petrol / diesel car with electric

Not having a car

Avoiding one long distance flight

MAKES THE 

BIGGEST 

DIFFERENCE

1.6

2.4

0.8

1.5

0.2



…a need to overturn perceptions of 

which actions make a difference 

28



People struggle to explain 

why they believe recycling 

is so effective in tackling 

climate change –

sometimes referring to a 

perceived link between 

plastic pollution, damage 

to the oceans and 

changing weather 

patterns.

As a nation, we are very 

confused about what it 

means to be 

environmentally friendly.

The mystery of recycling

Climate change

+

Recycling

=

?

29



Our environmental confusion

“Being environmentally friendly” 

covers a broad set of behaviours.

We often conflate these with tackling 

climate change.

And are confused about how the issues link 

together.

Many of us pick and choose 

behaviours to suit us, and reassure 

ourselves that we are “doing our bit”.

“Eating a plant-based diet? Plants are 
good for the environment – why would we 

want to rip them out of the ground?” 

Confusion around how to address the climate emergency makes it harder to change 

behaviours where it matters most.

Being environmentally friendly

=

Recycling
Protecting 

wildlife

Using public 

transport

Cutting down on 

plastics

Using green 

energy

Switching the 

lights off

Buying an EV
Growing your 

own fruit + veg
Buying local

Eating less meat
Avoiding fast 

fashion

Eating organic 

food

30



Influences and influencers

Photo by Compare Fibre on Unsplash
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32Do they make any difference? 32

David Attenborough 

documentaries

Greta 

Thunberg 

speeches 

or quotes

News 

coverage 

of wildfires

Netflix documentaries

Campaigning 

from celebrities

News coverage of 

Extinction Rebellion

Apocalyptic films



Greta 

Sir David docs

Netflix docs

Wildfires

XR

Hollywood apocalypse

Celebrity campaigning

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50% 55% 60% 65% 70%

33Do they make any difference?

FAME

EFFECT % of those aware saying it had some effect on their day-to-day behaviour
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"Everything David 
Attenborough says is 

gospel. He knows what 
he's talking about."

“Attenborough opens your 

eyes about what is going 
on in the world, and how 

people in power just ignore 
them."

“There is a good documentary about 
dolphins, Seaspiracy. Really interesting 

– we need more of them.“ 



Greta 

Sir David docs

Netflix docs

Wildfires

XR

Hollywood apocalypse

Celebrity campaigning

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50% 55% 60% 65% 70%

34Who do they make a difference to?

FAME

EFFECT % of those aware saying it had some effect on their day-to-day behaviour
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18-44s, AB social grade, 
Londoners, those with children 
at home

18-24s

18-24s

18-34s, Londoners

25-34s

Everyone…but a little 
more to women, 65+

Key: Those groups they have a larger impact on

18-34s, Londoners

34



Communicating climate change issues

• Straightforward, scientific

• Relatively neutral tone increases trust 

“If we continue on this path we will 

face the collapse of everything that 

gives us our security – food 

production, access to water, 

ambient temperatures and ocean 

food chains.”

“This is above all an emergency and 

not just any emergency. This is the 

biggest crisis humanity has ever 

faced. This is not something you can 

like on Facebook.”

“Climate change is a huge challenge, but it 

can be brought in line if governments, 

businesses and individuals work together.”

“We’re about to die if we don’t change.”

• Hopeful, pragmatic

• Scaremongering

• Criticism of social media activism appeals –

need for ‘real action’

35



Communicating climate change issues

• Straightforward, scientific

• Relatively neutral tone increases trust 

“If we continue on this path we will 

face the collapse of everything that 

gives us our security – food 

production, access to water, 

ambient temperatures and ocean 

food chains.”

“This is above all an emergency and 

not just any emergency. This is the 

biggest crisis humanity has ever 

faced. This is not something you can 

like on Facebook.”

“Climate change is a huge challenge, but it 

can be brought in line if governments, 

businesses and individuals work together.”

“We’re about to die if we don’t change.”

• Hopeful, pragmatic

• Role in airline industry undermines trust

• Scaremongering

• Views not valid as popstar?

• Criticism of social media activism appeals –

need for ‘real action’

36



We’re confused 

about being 

environmentally 

friendly
- and may not know 

how to tackle 

climate change 

most effectively

The generational 

myth
Younger people 

certainly do 

care…but the older 

generation are 

taking most action

Attitudes haven’t 

really changed 
as much as we 

might think (or 

hope)

Few really 

understand

the language 
companies and 

government use

Communication is 

chaotic 
Many voices and 

organisations who 

want to help aren’t 

making a difference 

– or having the 

opposite effect!

5 key points 37

1. 2. 3.

4. 5.



Some principles for communication to help prompt real action

Explain, explain, explain

• What key terms mean

• Why specific behaviour changes are important

• How these help in the fight against climate change

Be pragmatic and positive

• Highlight simple, small changes which feel easy

• Keep relevant to your audience and their world

Be mindful of making assumptions…

Take care with tone, messenger and visuals

• Don’t assume everyone will understand 

shorthand or be able to ‘join the dots’

• Check common assumptions about your 

audience e.g. generational divides

• Evidence of consumer saturation and frustration

• Avoid fuelling ‘climate anxiety’ and 

scaremongering

38



Any questions?
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Blue Marble Research Ltd
www.bluemarbleresearch.co.uk

01761 239329

@teambluemarble

For further information, please contact:
Ben Potts: ben@bluemarbleresearch.co.uk

Tom Clarkson: tom@bluemarbleresearch.co.uk
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