
Public perceptions and engagement with 

climate change

Wouter Poortinga

PoortingaW@Cardiff.ac.uk

@wouterpoortinga

Workshop on Climate Change Education, Awareness and Behaviour,

Brussels, 10-11 February 2020



This Presentation

1. Why study public perceptions of climate change?

2. How have perceptions of climate change changed?

3. Why is it difficult to engage with climate change?

4. How do people experience climate change?

─ weather

─ experts

─ media

5. Who is concerned about climate change?

6. How to communicate climate change?



Background

• Climate Change

– biggest environmental threat                                         

the world is currently facing

– policy to avoid ‘dangerous’ climate 

change: 2°C temperature increase

– UK Climate Change Act 2008: 25% 

reduction by 2020; 80% GHG reduction 

by 2050  (2019: ‘net zero’ amendment)

– EU: 20% below 1990 by 2020

Roadmap: 40% by 2030, 60% by

2040, 80% by 2050

– Paris agreement (2015): Reaffirm 2°C 

‘goal’, while urging efforts for 1.5°C limit

Source: Our world in data



Background

• Ambitious targets require 

fundamental shifts in the way 

energy is used and produced

both energy supply and 

demand changes

new energy technologies to 

decarbonise supply

reduce household energy          

(half of all demand)

one side is not enough!

Source: Wikimedia commons (Kim Hansen)

Source: Wikimedia commons (Gralo)



Background

Spence & Pidgeon (2009). Psychology, Climate Change & Sustainable Behaviour. Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 51, 8-18.; 

• Public perceptions and attitudes 

critical to achieve sustainability 

targets (Spence et al 2009)

Supply side: community opposition can 

lead to delays and cancellations in 

planning and construction

Demand side: willingness to take action 

against climate change in terms of 

behavioural change and compliance 

with wider policies

Source: Wikimedia commons (Jakob Huber)

Source: Nonantymochwindfarm.co.uk

“policymakers may be reluctant to take meaningful action, if  

their electorate do not think that climate change is happening, 

anthropogenic, or a serious threat.” (cf. Rebecca Willis, 2018)



How have perceptions of climate change 

changed over the last 30 years?

Historical Trends



Dunlap & Scarce 1991

Historical Trends



Historical Trends

Poortinga et al 2011



IPCC Reports

1990 1995 2001 2007 2013

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change



IPCC IV (2007):

“Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is now 

evident from observations of increases in global average 

air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow 

and ice, and rising sea levels.”

IPCC Reports



Given that we know that climate change is real

and is happening now, why do so many people 

(still) find it difficult to engage with the topic?



Psychological distance



Psychological Distance

Source: DavidSzabo



Psychological Distance

Will it affect 
people like me?

Will it happen   
here?

Will it happen in 
my lifetime?

Does it really 
exist/have serious 

impacts?

Social Distance

Geographic Distance Temporal Distance

Experiential Distance

Trope, Y., & Liberman N. (2010). Construal-level 
theory of psychological distance. Psychological 
Review, 117(2), 440-463 

Source: Wikimedia commons



Climate Change:

“long-term shifts in the planet's weather 

patterns or average temperatures”       

– 30 years

Psychological Distance



Weather and weather events



Weather

Global Warming’’ (US) versus ‘‘Climate Change’’ (UK)

Lorenzoni et al 2006



Weather

Source: YouTube screen capture

2014-2015



Weather

2018-2019

Source: Twitter screen capture



Temperature

Joireman et al 2010 Egan & Mullin 2012



Flooding

Photo: Philip Halling (CC)Photo: G Friedrich Photo: FEMA (Walter Jennings)



Flooding

Dataset licensed under Open Government license Source: MetOffice (Crown copyright)

2013/14 Winter Flooding in the UK



Flooding

Concern

Threat to local areaImportant issue

Demski et al 2017

Day-to-Day Worry



Scientific consensus



97.4% 97.5% 97%

Doran & Zimmerman 2009 Anderegg et al 2010 Cook et al 2016

Percentage of climate scientists/academic papers 

supporting tenet that humans cause climate change 

Scientific consensus



Scientific consensus

100%
Powell 2019



Scientific consensus



• Belief in scientific consensus

“To the best of your knowledge, what proportion of scientists agree that 

climate change is happening and that humans are largely causing it?” 

Scientific consensus

The vast 

majority of 

scientists 

agree (80% 

or more)

Most 

scientists 

agree (more 

than 50% 

but fewer 

than 80%)

As many 

scientist 

agree as 

disagree 

(50%)

Some 

scientists 

agree (more 

than 20% 

but fewer 

than 50%)

A small 

minority of 

scientists 

agree (20% 

or less)

France 33% 33% 18% 7% 3%

Germany 24% 30% 19% 8% 4%

Norway 35% 29% 18% 4% 3%

UK 30% 28% 20% 6% 5%

Steentjes et al 2017
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Scientific consensus

Steentjes et al 2017

“To the best of your knowledge, what proportion of scientists agree that 

climate change is happening and that humans are largely causing it?” 



Media reporting



Media Reporting

Photo: Jon S from Flickr (CC BY 2.0): 



Media Reporting

‘Copenhagen’ / ‘Climategate’

IPCC 4

Paris
‘Now’



Media Reporting

Winter 

flooding
IPCC 4 etc. Winter 

flooding

Winter 

flooding

Source: Ipsos-MORI

Source: CIRES institute

Media Coverage (UK)

Important Issue (UK)

Copenhagen



Who is concerned about climate 

change?



Left Young Affluent

Who is concerned?



Who is concerned?

Poortinga et al 2011 Jylhä et al 2016

Climate scepticism





How to communicate climate change?



Climate Communication

1. Fear versus hope messages

2. The use of images

3. Reducing psychological distance

4. Communicating scientific consensus

5. Engagement across the political spectrum 

(how to talk to the centre right)



Climate Communication



Climate Communication



Climate Communication



Climate Communication



Climate Communication

FEAR HOPE

Disengaging Motivating

Shows urgency False sense of security



Climate Communication

FEAR HOPE&



Climate Communication

The use of images



Climate Communication



Climate Communication

HOPE&FEAR



Climate Communication

‘Reducing’ or ‘Bridging’ psychological distance                    

Local impacts Global identity



Climate Communication

Communicating scientific consensus



Climate Communication

Communicating scientific consensus



How to talk about climate change to 

the political right?





Climate Communication

Avoiding Waste

The Good Life

Great British Energy

The Smart Money

Social Justice



Climate Communication

Avoiding Waste

Great British Energy





Where are we now with                  

(engagement with) climate change?



Issue Attention Cycle

20%

10%



Issue Attention Cycle



Issue Attention Cycle



Issue Attention Cycle



“The current level of worry is essentially the same as it was in 1989”

Issue Attention Cycle

Source: Gallup



Diolch yn Fawr!

PoortingaW@Cardiff.ac.uk

@wouterpoortinga







Reserve slides



Hierarchy of Concern

Van der Linden 2017

Hierarchy of concern (HoC) model

✖

✓

✓

✓

Perceived severity/salience

affective

cognitive
Likelihood ratings

Generalized concern

Personal worry



Gauchat 2012

Experts, scientific consensus, and trust



Individual Factors

Flynn et al 1994



European Social Survey Round 8

• New module with new questions designed in 

conjunction with translation and country experts

• Fielded 2016/17 in 23 countries

• 21 countries from the EU/EFTA area (Austria, Belgium, the 

Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, 

Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 

Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and UK), the 

Russian Federation, and Israel

– total n=44,387

– high-quality face-to-face 

interviews

– probability samples

– major efforts on response rates



 

Socio-Political Values and 
Engagement 
 

 Human values 

 Socio-Political Values 

 Political Engagement 
 

Energy Preferences Concerns 

Climate Change Beliefs 
 

 Reality of Climate Change 

 Causes of Climate Change 

 Impact of Climate Change 
 

Personal Norms, Efficacy & Trust 
 

 Personal Norms 

 Efficacy Beliefs 

 Social and Institutional Trust 

 

Energy Demand 
Measures 

 

Energy Supply 
Sources 

 

Energy Security 

 

Climate Change 

Personal circumstances:

 Socio-economic status

 Household income

 Education

 Parental status

 Social relationships

National context:

 State of Economy/ GDP

 Energy infrastructures

 CO2 emissions

 Social Trust/ Democracy

European Social Survey Round 8



Reality of Climate Change
Reality of climate change



Concern about Climate Change
Concern about climate change



Country Comparisons



Political orientation
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Cross-national differences in effects



Gallup 2010


