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UK Climate and Values Study Results

The first nationally representative study of motivational psychological values and climate change (posted at http://www.campaignstrategy.org  - see ‘Climate Change Communications – Dipping A Toe Into Public Motivation’ [1] and ‘Climate Values Study Data Set’ [2]) shows:
 

· Climate is a 'mature' issue, widely understood in similar ways across the main psychological groups of society, with little difference between the 'pioneers' who set trends and explore new issues, and the bulk of the rest of the population.  Achieving change will not be brought about mainly by building awareness but by providing ways for people to change behaviour 

· The majority (53%) of people select 'we are all responsible' as the principal social cause (responsibility), over and above choices such as 'oil companies' (8%) or people with big cars (6%) for instance 

· Very few (9%) espouse the 'excuse' option that it's just a natural change for which no-one is responsible - but these are overwhelmingly from the motivational group 'settlers' making up 21% of the population who are conservative late followers of trends, and any campaigns targeted at changing their views are likely to be regarded by the rest of the population as worthy and irrelevant 

· Unlike the United States, God (3%) is not what springs to mind when the British think of climate change, nor is it seen as a God-like 'judgement on us' (4%) 

· When asked who would have to act to make a 'real difference' so that Britain could become a 'world leader' on climate change (the ambition of the Futerra/government strategy - see links in the main paper), the British put George Bush (24%) ahead of Tony Blair (11%) alongside 'individuals' and 'business and industry'.  Community groups (the main channel favoured in the official plan) score only 4% - suggesting a dissonance which will undermine any government plan to mobilise community action around the notion of making Britain a world leader (a framing problem) 

· The UK respondents see a stronger case for limiting oil imports to safeguard against climate change than against terrorism 

· The 'emergency' frame, popular with many NGO campaigners, ranks only 11% amongst a set of choices, though there is probably scope to increase this among the esteem-driven 'prospectors' (44% of the population).  However there is a wider risk that invoking the idea of an 'emergency' will lead to mismatches between experience and expectations.  The study suggests the type of actions and results which will lead to reinforcement. 

· While a great number of British people think of climate change as coupled with 'the future', very few couple it with 'far away places', and more associate it with everyday evidences such as weather forecasts, nature and wildlife, homes and families, suggesting that at least some of the rationalisations as to "why people don't act", are wrong, and there is considerable scope for basing action around everyday cues rather than elaborate attempts to educate people about complex processes or concepts.
Why does any of this matter?  
 

Well for one thing, both the UK Government and a consortium of UK NGOs are planning major campaigns to 'mobilise' the public - or mobilise public 'concern' - about climate change.  Neither project has any nationally representative information about public motivations and climate.  
 

The £12m official project for example, has a 92 page summary of existing research on public opinion and perceptions yet none of these studies (see links in the main report) tell us anything much about motivation, and nothing at all about the underlying psychological drivers which determine whether or not people will act and how to get them to do so.  
 

There is no group of clever people with the 'right answers' about climate change, although many clever people see it as the greatest single threat to humanity in our time.  The study reported here is simply a small dip of the toe into the motivations which must be understood if campaigns for change are to move beyond telling large numbers of people what they ought to think, and what ought to motivate them, and instead work with what does motivate them.  What is needed is a similar but larger study, shared between government and non-government groups trying to do the right thing.
 

Many of the rallying calls that work for campaign groups which need only to connect with a small fraction of the population - if they campaign so that their best tactics have a strategic effect - will not work with larger populations.   While it is certainly true that if 'everyone' acted differently, the problem could be solved, that does not necessarily mean that it is effective to try to achieve that.  Even so, if one does try to do that, then any communicators so engaged need to understand "what works" for the target audiences, not just for themselves.
 [1] ‘Climate Change Communications – Dipping A Toe Into Public Motivation’

http://www.campaignstrategy.org/valuesvoters/climatechangecommunications.pdf (90kb)

 [2] ‘Climate Values Study Data Set’

http://www.campaignstrategy.org/valuesvoters/climatevaluesstudy_dataset.pdf (1.2Mb)
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