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Introduction
To deliver lasting and transformative
impact, communications must engage
audiences. 

It's obvious, isn't it? But, almost
paradoxically, communicating effectively
has become increasingly difficult in a world
in which we are bombarded with more
targeted messages, on more platforms, than
ever before. The sheer profusion of content
has made it tougher than ever to cut
through noise and disinformation: the
wavelengths are jammed. Nowhere is the
challenge more acutely felt than climate
change. 

We know first-hand from our work in this
area that misinformation has blocked vital
progress. And we know that communication
has an important role to play in breaking
this stalemate, helping to build consensus
and catalyse the decisive action needed to
tackle the climate crisis. But how exactly?

To find out, we stepped away from our
laptops and went into the field. We
recruited a group of climate deniers as well
as delayers – those who acknowledge the
issue but downplay its severity – delving into
the messages and spokespeople that
resonate with them, and why. And we
supplemented this by surveying a
representative sample of consumers to
understand wider trends.

The results were fascinating, worrying, even
enraging – yet also illuminating. We’ve
outlined the main findings in this report, as
well as our outtakes for engaging hard-to-
reach demographics. Whether you’re fighting
for a sustainable future or for another cause
entirely, these insights can be used to
underpin impactful communications, while
also serving as a reminder of the importance
of knowing your audience and their world. 

Zack King & Neil Young



Methodology
Focus group 

Our panel consisted of six people, all of whom were identified as climate deniers or
delayers via screening questions on climate change, ranging in age from 47 to 71 years
and based around the UK. 

They were shown three videos, each featuring a different spokesperson – a leading
climate scientist, a well-known right-wing commentator, and finally a climate activist – and
asked for their responses. 

The group were also questioned on their views on climate change and how this is
communicated in the media and via public discourse.

This session was held in October 2022 and facilitated by Vitreous World.  

National survey  

In addition, focus group insights were supplemented with data from a nationally
representative survey of 2,000 UK adults, undertaken by Opinium in November 2022.
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It's a big problem

Before discussing our research findings,
let’s examine the scale of the issue. 

Although climate deniers make up a small
minority of the population (5%), one in five
UK adults believe we shouldn’t be overly
concerned about climate change. We call
this group climate ‘delayers’. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, the under 35s are more
likely to believe in human-caused climate
change than their older counterparts.

That means that in total, a quarter of UK
adults do not believe that climate change is
a real and present threat. When we talk
about the task for communications, it’s not
just to convince those with entrenched
views to take climate change seriously. We
need to engage a quarter of the UK's adult
population. That’s almost 17 million
people.  

There were clear differences in attitude and
outlook among our focus group attendees.
We’ve used these insights to outline three
climate sceptic personas. 

25%
of UK adults
are climate
deniers or
'delayers'

What did we learn?
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The Conspirator

Highly sceptical of the issue – and of
government and big corporations.
Believes there are hidden agendas at
play, with the climate change
discourse existing to make people
money or further shadowy causes.
This group will be the hardest to
engage and persuade.



Accepts climate change may be
happening but questions its intensity, or
whether human activity is the cause. 
Does not like to be told what to do or
think by the ‘biased’ mainstream media
or government. Will fight against this and
seek out alternative opinions.
Inward-focused – ‘it doesn’t affect me’.
This group and its anti-establishment
mindset will also be hard to convince but
with the right discourse in the right
media, could become more engaged.

Believes in climate change to some
extent but remains stubbornly
disengaged from the topic. 
Confusion and a feeling of helplessness
categorise this group.
This cohort will be the easiest to engage,
if communicated to in the right way.

               

 

   

                
                   The Overwhelmed

Confusion reigns 
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"I'm kind of agnostic on it because it's such
a massive topic. We know the basics – CO2
creates a greenhouse effect, and other
gases as well. But there [are] so many other
positive and negative feedbacks that loop
into that, that we just don't understand. And
I still can't help thinking that the climate is a
self-regulating ecosystem. So it will do what
it does, despite humankind's best efforts.
It's an incredibly complex subject which I
don't think we'll ever get to the bottom of.
It's like, where do you start with this?" 

Steven

It seems that the scale of the problem and
the multitude of factors contributing to it
makes climate change too big a concept
for many people to deal with. Recycling,
cutting down on vehicle emissions, plastics
in the ocean – these were all issues
mentioned by our panel. But
understanding all these elements
individually, and how they fit together, can
prove overwhelming. 

The Contrarian



There is also some confusion around
common terminology. Our survey
highlighted that just 44% of people feel
they can confidently explain what Net Zero
means – a point echoed by our panel. Julia
said: 

“I think it's very complicated. When they go
on about Net Zero and things like that, I'm
like, ‘What exactly does that mean?' Tell me
in English what that means, and [in] sensible
language that I'll understand.” 

Ellen said her main feedback on the climate
scientist's video was that he used a lot of
long words. Steven added, "Scientists are
good at being scientists; they aren't good at
communicating." 

The issue of interpretation also arose during
part of the discussion centred on the
distinction between facts and opinion. The
general consensus was that people want to
see and hear convincing facts to prove
beyond doubt that the climate crisis is real.
Our survey confirmed this – facts and
science were the most important factor
cited for engagement with a climate change
expert. But when we questioned our panel
of deniers and delayers, many treated the
facts with scepticism or apathy.

So why is this? It may come from a feeling
that climate change is often framed by
experts in terms that can seem cautious or
equivocal, in contrast to the cast-iron
certainties used by those critical of the
climate change agenda. Such detractors
have become adept at exploiting any
apparent ambiguity to introduce doubt, to
undermine consensus or call for needless
debate.

 

“I think everybody acts like they're an expert
on it, and they're not. And a lot of times the
scientists...it's their opinion of the data, their
interpretation. And you get some of them
saying climate change is serious, and other
scientists saying it's not. I mean, what is it?
What are you meant to believe?” 

Julia

“If you listen to other views on this matter,
and I'm talking about professionals, no one
seems to have the same point of view, and
everyone seems to have facts that they can
present. I can't disprove or prove them.” 

Stan

These recurring comments prompt some
thorny questions. Could science
communication for non-scientists be made
stronger, but simpler – and would that
make messages more consistent? And how
can the media tendency to platform
detractors as equal voices with experts be
disrupted – so as to reduce confusion and
apathy around the climate crisis?

56%
of people cannot

confidently
explain what Net

Zero means
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There's
environmental
exhaustion

“I am fed up with listening to it, every day,
every night. ‘Oh climate change, the world
is going to end’. I'm yet to be convinced.” 

Ellen

“I just get bored, I just roll my eyes. I can't
be bothered listening anymore, it's all
everybody talks about.” 

Julia

These were just some of the comments
from our panel, who all felt like they were
suffering from climate change fatigue. 

And our survey shows that this is indeed an
issue, with 36% of UK adults agreeing that
they are exhausted from hearing about
climate change. This is perhaps linked to
our earlier finding – that people are not
engaged because they don’t understand
the issues and the topic feels too big. But
other factors are at play too.

Despite the panel’s desire for clearer facts,
they did not like feeling as if they were
being lectured. Ellen said:

 “I feel that we’re... dictated to. We're told
we must do this, we mustn't do that, and
that if you don't do it then you're a really,
really bad person, and you don't care about
anything…It's rather nice to talk to other
people and hear their views, without
someone screaming at me, 'You're wrong!'” 

of the general public feel that
they’re being lectured about
climate change

42%

feel powerless in the
fight against climate
change

52%

say the climate crisis
negatively impacts their
mood and mental health

 

38%



There was also a sense of powerlessness
amongst the group, causing many to
disengage from the subject entirely.

 “All the information I've seen on climate
change [shows] no matter what we do in this
country, if everybody toed the line on all the
recommendations and everything else, we
would possibly make a one percent
difference.” 

Brian 

“If we do our little bit in Britain, you've got
China and things that won't be doing
anything.” 

Ellen 

“It comes back to not worrying about what
you can't influence. If you start worrying
about that it's a sorry road for your mental
health.” 

Steven

On top of this, there were calls for more
positive and constructive communication
around the climate crisis, helping people to
feel invested without being overwhelmed. 

"Show us information about something that
has worked, evidence that has worked, made
a difference, and then tell us how we build
on that.” 

Lesley

“You never hear anything good about climate
change, it's always the doomsday vision that

you get. This is going wrong, that's going
wrong, everything's going wrong, and you're
responsible, and if you don't do something

about it right now you're going to kill half the
people on the planet…there's never anything...
good. You don't hear any success stories about
climate change – things that people have done

that may make a difference.”

Julia



Green = costly, 'woke'
Global warming = boring, natural
Activist = ineffective, selfish, passionate, brainwashed
Carbon footprint = a money-making scheme, intangible
Renewables = expensive, unnecessary, cheap 
Climate crisis = a joke, alarmist, uncertain
Net Zero = hard to define, unachievable 

Trigger words

Our panel participated in a word association exercise which revealed that certain
words and phrases elicit strong reactions when discussing climate change. This
highlights the need for thoughtful and carefully considered communications around
this topic. 
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What does it
mean for me?

The invasion of Ukraine, the cost of living
crisis, energy prices, Brexit – these were all
issues cited by our panel that they felt are
more important than climate change.
Climate change is out of sight, out of mind
for many people not yet directly or
noticeably affected by it. 

Stan, whose business was being badly
affected by rising energy costs, said:

“I've got far more important things to worry
about than climate change. Far more
important in my lifetime. If I lived in... Dubai
or Las Vegas, or... in Pakistan, or wherever
we see all the floods, the outrageous
weather. That's probably very selfish of me
to say, but we live in a very good climate
here, generally. We don't really have big
problems, and it doesn't affect me or
probably anyone else here. But if I was living
somewhere else, perhaps I'd be taking it
more seriously."

Being ‘green’ is also strongly associated
with being more expensive – as
demonstrated by our word association
exercise. Public transport and green levies
on energy bills are just two examples given
by our participants of how sustainable
action is perceived as being more costly.
And in difficult economic conditions, it’s
understandable that measures associated
with higher costs are not viewed as a
priority. 

“I think just how much is it going to cost us,
to do all of this, that's the problem…You
need a car in Scotland; the public transport's
not very good here, and it's very expensive,
even compared to south England… So I was
thinking about... taking any measures, how
much is it going to cost me? Because it's
already costing so much. The cost of living's
sky high as it is, without adding even more
money onto that.” 

Julia

5
There are trust
issues 

The focus group discussion brought to light
huge amounts of distrust – of mainstream
media, of politicians and of what
participants perceived to be the climate
change lobby as a whole.

This is a complex issue to unpack, often
veering into conspiracy theory territory.
However, our participants cited bias within
the BBC, hidden agendas of commentators
and activists and the belief that the climate
crisis is being used to justify price increases.



54% facts and science

44% explanation in
simple terms

28% a message or
messages relevant
to me and my life

So who do they trust? 

Here are our panel’s thoughts on the
communicators in the three videos we
showed them, plus some thoughts on who
they would like to hear from.

Climate scientist 

Our panel was largely unanimous in its
feedback on this commentator. They felt that
he was unconvincing and did not deploy
scientific facts in a way they could easily
understand.

“It was just academic waffle, and I sometimes
think that they're all just trying to... parade
themselves, who can come out with the
biggest statement or who can look the most
impressive with the research they've done.” 

Lesley

Right-wing commentator and climate
delayer

Despite our hypothesis that our panel would
be overwhelmingly positive towards this
particular person, this was not actually the
case. In fact, opinion was divided. Some felt
he ranted, lacked balance and presented
too much opinion. His credibility was also
called into question – in part because
people didn’t know who he was, but also
because he looked young. As Brian said: 

“It's the credibility issue, I think. He does look
very young, and I know we should not judge
people on their looks, [but] we can't help it.
We do it all the time. And I'd never heard of
him, I don't know what he does.”

However, the majority of participants agreed
that he was a strong communicator. They
liked his passion and personality and
believed he was engaging.  

Hypocrisy was a prevalent theme. 

 “It's the hypocrisy. When they have these
huge meetings, summits, where they fly in
from all around the world. Hang on a minute,
why couldn't you have done a Zoom
meeting like we're doing today?”  

Lisa

“It's the politician's response, isn't it? 'Do as I
say, not as I do.' Which is the exact opposite
of what they're saying, they're carrying on as
if there isn't a problem. If they're in
possession of possibly greater information
than the general public, then why are they
carrying on behaving in the way they do?” 

Steven

Tesla CEO Elon Musk has been criticised for
using his private jet on a nine-minute
journey. Similarly, many have seized on the
number of private jets flown to climate
summits as evidence of glaring
inconsistency. Optics matter, not just words.

 Factors most likely to
make the public 

 engage with what a
climate expert says: 



Such reactions reinforce the results of our
word association exercise, highlighting the
importance of finding spokespeople that
people find convincing, while steering clear
of labels that might turn people off before
someone has even opened their mouth.

Sir David Attenborough

Although we did not show the panel any
content from Sir David, it did not take long
for his name to be mentioned when people
were asked who they would like to hear
from. 

“Maybe somebody like David
Attenborough, somebody that we... know
of, we like him, we see him on TV, and he's
been all around the world. Somebody you
know you can trust, and someone you can
listen to. But again, it's all about the facts
that they present.” 

Julia

Others agreed that he had credibility. In
part, this was due to familiarity established
over a long career of BBC wildlife
documentaries, and the fact that he can
personally attest to the effects of climate
change over many years. But this credibility
was also linked to Sir David's apparent
relatability, in marked contrast to the young
activist. 
 

Julia said:

"Even if I don't agree with him it's good to
see that passion, and he knows how to
connect with normal people that maybe
other politicians don't. He is talking directly
to you.”  

Climate activist and influencer 

Our influencer also divided the room, for
similar reasons. Her passion was perceived
as engaging, but her age again led to
questions about credibility, with several
wondering if she was an actor. Just one
panel member saw her youth as positive,
saying that they enjoyed seeing young
people believing in causes and taking
action. 

The mention of the word ‘activist’ elicited
strong negative opinions from the panel.
Lesley said: 

“I was listening until I heard her say the word
'activist', and then my opinion changed
because I thought, 'Ah, is that what is
underlying all of this?' ...An influencer or an
activist of some sort is seen as being quite
popular these days.”



Expert view: Professor Lorraine
Whitmarsh, environmental
psychologist

These findings highlight that there is still a sizeable proportion of the public who
are not engaged with climate change. While there are far fewer people now than
in the past who deny humans are influencing the climate¹, many still feel uncertain,
disinterested, or powerless in relation to climate action. As others have noted,
there are now more forms of ‘delayism’ than denialism². 

Yet, while this disengaged group comprise a minority of the UK public, many of
the barriers they raise – such as cost, lack of credible leadership, limited
bandwidth, sense of powerlessness – are also more widely felt. We know, for
example, that while most people support Net Zero policies, this support drops
substantially when the costs to individuals are spelled out³. We also know that
most people do not feel the government is doing enough to respond to the
climate crisis, and that amongst young people this perceived failure by
governments is associated with increased distress due to feelings of
powerlessness and betrayal⁴.

But there is also growing evidence on how to overcome these barriers and engage
people with climate change through both impactful communications and wider
policy measures to make climate action affordable and easy. For effective climate
communications, messages have to highlight the non-climate benefits of action
(e.g. reducing bills, improving health), and show that climate action is effective and
normal⁵. Trusted messengers are also key. 

We know while climate scientists are trusted by most people, they only enjoy
moderate trust amongst more conservative segments⁶, who see Sir David
Attenborough as a more trusted climate communicator. By contrast, politicians are
untrusted by all segments. But communications alone are rarely enough to change
behaviour⁷  – economic, regulatory and other policies are needed to make Net
Zero actions the easy and attractive choice. Many of these policies enjoy support
across all segments of the public⁸.  

https://researchportal.bath.ac.uk/en/publications/scepticism-and-uncertainty-about-climate-change-dimensions-determ
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/global-sustainability/article/discourses-of-climate-
delay/7B11B722E3E3454BB6212378E32985A7
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/publication/documents/2022-06/net-zero-living-ipsos-cast-2022.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34895496/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/30146/documents/174873/default/
https://climateoutreach.org/britain-talks-climate/seven-segments-big-picture/trust/ 
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-12457-2
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/uk-public-still-broadly-supports-most-net-zero-policies
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Delivering impactful
communications 
Our recommendations

Climate communicators face an unenviable
task. They need to drive home the
importance of the climate crisis, present
often-complex information in a way that is
understandable, and offer actionable advice. 

It's important to aim for attainable goals.
Intractable deniers will be tough to win over
and, as in politics, it’s better to focus
attention on changing the minds of people
who are likely to be more receptive to
messages or open to shifting their opinion.

Clearly, some focus group participants did
want to do the right thing – but the scale and
complexity of the issue had led them to
switch off. It’s this cohort that we need to
prioritise for engagement.

In this final section we set out five
suggestions for communicators.

1. Be accessible, positive – and
contextual  

Don’t assume your audience has a good
grasp of the issues and concepts at play.
Start with simple messages and build detail
and explanation on top. Likewise, use
engaging spokespeople to convey
information clearly and with impact. This
includes avoiding trigger words and finding
alternative terminology that isn’t laden with
negative connotations. 

To address the apathy that many people are
feeling, and to convince them that climate
change matters to them, focus on its impact
at the personal and local levels.
Contextualising the issue in this way, while
highlighting the positive outcomes of
climate action, can serve as a gateway to
wider engagement. 

For example, panel members were
concerned that fighting climate change will
make them poorer. Shifting the focus to talk
about the many economic benefits
associated with climate action, and the ways
in which these will improve their household
finances, is an open goal. The planet-saving
benefits are an added bonus. 

As Nobel Prize-winning economist Richard
Thaler has said, “My mantra is if you want to
encourage people to do something, make it
easy.”



2. Tailor your approach to different
audiences 

This report demonstrates a need to adapt
climate communications to engage the 25%
of UK adults who are delayers and deniers.
But we should not ignore the remainder of
the population who will have vastly different
levels of engagement and understanding.
There are times when seeding complex
scientific ideas with the relatively small
cohort who are most engaged will make the
most strategic sense. As with any
communications, it’s critical to be clear
about who is being targeted, and tailor
messages accordingly. 

3. Highlight results, not just promises 

Increasingly, climate sceptics and the
broader public share a mistrust in the
climate commitments that politicians and
businesses like to make. Both groups tend
to focus on shiny new promises, as opposed
to results that have been delivered.
 
To regain this trust, we need to evolve the
narrative being churned out by brands and
policymakers. This means highlighting
meaningful progress towards targets, not
just new pledges. 

4. Have difficult conversations

To truly drive change, we must step outside
echo chambers and engage with people
whose views aren’t aligned with our own. As
this report has shown, it's only by
understanding the motivations and thought
processes of all audiences that we will be
able to develop the strategies needed to
reach them.

5. Challenge established rules of
engagement  

Climate detractors often speak with
absolute, though misleading, conviction
("The government is wasting your hard-
earned money on unnecessary climate
change commitments when The Arctic isn’t
even melting!”). Conversely, climate experts
can be more circumspect, allowing for
emerging trends or factoring in
probabilities. This can be problematic, given
the tendency of many media and social
media platforms to frame climate change as
a clash of views where opposing voices are
often given equal weighting.   

We’re not going to transform the nature of
the debate overnight. But as communicators
some of the onus to shift away from this
model is on us. We mustn’t be afraid to
challenge these media platforms to
encourage them to move from
confrontation to consensus. After all, they
too have a responsibility to deliver factual,
evidence-based and unbiased messaging
on climate change. 
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A final thought 

Climate change is the issue of a generation, so it’s unsurprising that views sit right across the
spectrum. In recognising the scale and importance of the challenge, it’s critical that we seek to
engage outside of our natural bubbles, however uncomfortable or frustrating that might be. As
communicators we are uniquely placed to shape the climate conversation, so we have a
greater opportunity than many to make an impact. 

Our research has just scratched the surface of how we might re-think climate communications
to engage outside the echo chamber. There is much more to explore, and we'd love to
continue the conversation with you. 


