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FOREWORD 
‘Climate Justice’ is often used to refer to any action on climate 
change. But there are plenty of people working on climate 
change who are not also working on climate justice.  
 
For many years, climate communicators have focused on 
conveying information, trying to convince people that climate 
change is real with reference to scientific evidence. Appeals to the 
moral and emotional aspects of climate change have often been 
unhelpful - for instance, triggering empathy and guilt using non 
human victims (like polar bears), or motivating individual 
behaviour changes (like recycling) that downplay the scale of the 
solutions needed. There has been very little research on public 
thinking about climate justice. 
 
Climate justice is about putting global justice strongly into the 
frame. It is about framing climate change through the prism of 
colonialism and empire; acknowledging that those who are most 
affected are the least responsible; recognising the ways in which 
climate change multiples existing oppressions, and advocating 
solutions that redistribute power and centre the most affected 
communities. It is about making the debate wider than an overly 
narrow focus on topics like emissions targets, or green 
technologies. It’s about moving on from simply convincing 
everyone that ‘humans cause climate change’ to an understanding 
of ‘which humans, and which systems’. It’s about shifting gears 
from ‘humans need to act’ to ‘who needs to do what, and why.’  

 
 

‘Our Story’ (p.5) comes from a network of UK-based climate 
justice campaigners and communicators. With their help, we 
brought together the story the movement wants to tell. It’s 
not perfect, and some may disagree with it in parts, but we 
think it’s a good place to start.  
 
Over the course of a year, ending in early 2020, we 
researched how the British public think (or don’t think) about 
climate justice. In this briefing we focus on the ‘common 
ground’ (areas where public thinking is aligned with Our 
Story) and the ‘faultlines’ (areas of key difference or 
controversy).  
 
Just as we began to write this, the COVID-19 pandemic hit 
Europe. It’s too soon to know how this will impact public 
understanding and thinking about climate justice. In the 
summary, we offer our suggestions, at this stage. But, 
although the data we explore in this briefing was gathered 
before the pandemic, we think many of the key findings are 
of long term relevance because we probed the deeper 
understandings and belief systems that people draw upon to 
make sense of social and environmental issues—and this is 
not the kind of thing that can change overnight.  
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SUMMARY 
Climate justice campaigners have much to be hopeful about, 
when it comes to public thinking about climate in the UK. 
 
We must celebrate the recent rise in concern about climate 
change and the hard work of the climate movement in 
helping to achieve this. People generally understand that 
climate change is a big, complex and urgent problem, 
that it’s happening here and now, and that it requires 
solutions that are tantamount to the scale of the crisis.  
 
Another major opportunity we see, coming out of our 
research, is that people believe that the status quo isn’t 
working. While people generally wouldn’t couch this in 
terms of capitalism, or colonialism, there is a sense that the 
economy runs along exploitative lines - that, for instance, we 
rely on industries that serve consumers in the West (clothing, 
food) at the expense of producers and labourers in poorer 
countries. While there is very little research on this with 
respect to climate change, our survey reveals that people 
tend to agree that ‘the least responsible are the most 
affected’. This is not something people feel strongly about 
(see below), but it seems there is at a least some foundation 
for communicators to carefully build upon.  
 
We can also take hope from the finding that people locate 
responsibility firmly with the bigger powers: national 

governments and multinational corporations - and not 
primarily with individuals. Yes, people think we can all ‘do 
our bit’, but see the role of individuals as very limited, 
particularly for people in poorer countries. Again, we should 
celebrate the work of campaigners to move us away from 
the frame of individual responsibility. To communicate 
effectively about climate justice we need to build on people’s 
instinct that responsibility is linked to culpability and power, 
and to go a step further by making the case for this 
culpability having historical roots- something that is much 
harder to do.  
 
Which brings us to some of the key challenges we face. And 
the elephant in the room is colonialism. People do not see 
how colonialism relates to climate change, and we have 
our work cut out to make this connection. If we are to build 
any sense of historical culpability, we must understand that 
the starting place for many people is that climate 
change is something that happened by accident, as an 
unfortunate side effect of industrialisation.  
 
This compounds another major barrier, which is that people 
don’t primarily understand climate change as a global 
justice issue, or see (for instance) that it multiples existing 
inequalities and oppressions in society. Instead climate 
change tends to be seen as a physical, environmental 
phenomenon which will affect us all. People do have some 
understanding that certain parts of the world (the “third 
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world”, to use the language of participants), and particular 
groups of people (e.g. “the poor”), are likely to be harder hit 
or more vulnerable. But these beliefs are not front of mind 
and they seem to be quite fragile. We found, for instance, 
that when ideas like climate reparations were raised, there 
seemed to be a ‘backlash’ effect, where groups that had 
previously seemed receptive to ideas like ‘the least 
responsible are the most affected’ started to raise objections 
like: ‘We’ve got enough of our own problems here’ and ‘We 
should look after ourselves first’.  
 
Because of this, we must tread carefully when strengthening 
the case for global justice to be part of the solutions. In 
particular, we need to reassure people that climate impacts 
in the UK will be addressed and show how our solutions 
work both locally and globally.  
 
Another key challenge, when it comes to solutions, is that 
people are quite fatalistic about the future, in part due to 
pessimism about human nature. In December 2019, at least, 
people were not hopeful we’ll find the solutions we need in 
the next few years.  
 
Good messages can only go so far in meeting these kinds of 
challenges. Alongside framing, we need to be organising and 
educating, and continuing the intellectual work, particularly 
on the process for developing fast, globally just solutions. It 
is possible, also, to reference Milton Friedman, that we need 

a crisis, or crises, to provoke significant shifts, both in 
mindset and outcomes. Which is where the pandemic, and 
the Movement for Black Lives, come in. It’s too soon to know 
how these might impact thinking on climate justice, we can 
only offer our tentative thoughts with reference to some 
recent polling.  
 
How might the pandemic influence thinking on climate justice? 
 
The pandemic seems to have unlocked some important 
shifts in public thinking that can help the climate justice 
movement. Perhaps most importantly, and linked to the 
Movement for Black Lives, we have seen that people think 
that the pandemic has worsened inequality, making 
things harder for some social groups that were already 
disadvantaged. In a June 2020 poll (YouGov, NEON & PIRC), 
half of the respondents agreed with this point of view. (Much 
fewer - 24% -said the crisis had ‘no impact’ on existing 
inequalities, and only 9% thought the pandemic acted like a 
leveller, reducing inequality.) When we asked a very similar 
question, pre pandemic, about climate change, only a 
quarter agreed that the climate crisis worsened existing 
inequalities. Perhaps we have an opportunity, now, to draw a 
connection between the two: like the pandemic, climate 
change is a crisis that multiplies oppression and injustice.  
 
During the pandemic, we’ve also seen people celebrate 
good qualities in human nature: our capacity for 
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compassion and kindness, our solidarity both within 
communities and across borders; our adaptability and ability 
to respond to crisis.  
 
This, coupled with the enormous, global disruption to 
business-as-usual, possibly lead to another key shift in the 
mindset: People believe that significant, positive change 
is possible. If this is the case, we might have the chance to 
transform fatalism about climate change into hope. 
 
But we also have reasons to be cautious about the impact of 
the pandemic on climate justice. Even though it is a global 
crisis and people see, for instance, that the virus anywhere is 
a threat to us everywhere, the rhetoric and policies are 
overwhelmingly national in their concern, and in many parts 
of the world authoritarian. The international collaboration 
and responsibilities we need to face climate change are not 
necessarily modelled in how we’re dealing with the 
pandemic. We must be ready to work against the fearful, 
xenophobic, border-closing mentality when it comes to 
climate solutions.  
 
And what about climate dropping off the agenda completely, 
after these hard fought years of environmental 
campaigning? The polling we’ve done suggests that climate is 
still a priority for people in the UK, and increasingly so as the 
pandemic draws on. In April, 20% thought climate change 
should be a priority right now, alongside coronavirus, which 

rose to 33% in June. Both times we polled, just over half 
thought it should be a priority in the future, and only 7% said 
it wasn’t a priority.  

 
How might the Movement for Black Lives influence thinking on 
climate justice? 
 
Again, we’re writing as events are unfolding, and are yet to 
understand what the long term impacts will be. But one key 
opportunity for climate justice campaigners is that people 
are thinking about the roots and history of racism, which 
means that the horrors of colonialism are in the public 
consciousness in a way that is possibly unprecedented. This 
is one of the hardest parts of the climate justice story to 
communicate, and we are not there yet, but it will be easier 
to link colonialism to climate change if we are 
communicating at a time when people are more receptive 
to the idea that the system is racist (as above, with the 
impacts of pandemic being felt so acutely in racialised 
groups), and people have a sense that we in the UK 
should take responsibility for our past.  
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SUMMARY [GRAPHIC]  
A map of the beliefs held by the UK public that either support or 
oppose key components of climate justice. Sometimes these 
beliefs are in tension with each other, but most people’s 
‘common sense’ can and does include contradictory views. 

 
Climate Justice: Our story 
 

01. Climate change is real and happening here and now 

02. Exploitative systems drive and exacerbate the problem 
(colonialism, capitalism)  

03. Climate change multiplies existing injustices. Those who have 
done least to cause it are suffering worst 

04. Our sphere of concern is global 

05. Responsibility lies with elites and systems, not individuals 

06. We need solutions at every level 

07. We need to take more direction from the most impacted 
communities (particularly in Global South) 

08. We need to redistribute resources, decentralise power and 
reparate exploited communities  

09. Change is possible 

10. The vision is abundance, where there is more than enough to go 
around, and people & planet can thrive 
 
Common ground: Where public aligned 
 

● Climate change is real and happening here and now [1] [LR] 

● Humans are mainly, or partially, responsible [1, 5] [LR] 

● The status quo isn’t working [2] [FG] 

● Consumer capitalism is exploitative [2] [FG, SE] 
● Climate change hits some people and some countries 

harder (ish) [3, 4] [LR, FG]. 

● Climate change exaggerates existing inequalities (young 
people think this) [3] [SE] 

● The least responsible for the problem are suffering most 
(ish) [3] [SE]  

● We need to protect vulnerable groups around the world [3, 
4] [LR] 

● Governments are the most responsible for acting, and 
individuals are the least [5] [LR, FG, SE] 

● Responsibility is related to culpability [5] [LR, FG] 

● Solutions need to come from every level [6, 7] [SE, LR, FG] 

● Resource redistribution could be necessary [8] [SE] 

● We need a decentralised system (ish) [8] [SE] 
● The future is bright (ish) [9] [FG, SE] 

 
Faultlines: Where public diverge 
 

● Climate change is natural [1,2] [LR, FG] 

● Climate change was unintentional, & we’re not responsible 
for the past [2] [LR] 

● Empire and colonialism are not relevant [2] [LR, FG, SE] 

● Industrialising countries are the problem [2,3][FG, SE] 

● Many existing social issues are unconnected to climate 
change [3] [FG] 

● Solutions will come from the Global North [7] [FG] 

● Reparations are a bad idea [8] [FG] 

● Life’s not fair [9, 10] [FG] 

● The future is bleak & human nature is bad [9, 10] [LR, FG]   
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There is very little 
research on how people 
think about climate justice 
When we looked for existing research on how people 
think about climate justice issues we found…  

 

 

Research on thinking about climate change typically addresses 
questions like: Do people think it is happening? Are humans the 
cause? Is it bad? Can anything be done? 

This is well trod territory we can answer briefly as follows… 

Yes, people think it’s happening, here and now. Scepticism 
about climate change is very rare. (BSA, 2018).  

Yes, people think humans are (at least partially) 
responsible. Most people (88%) think this. While in 2018, BSA 
reported that only a third of people agreed it's mainly or entirely 
caused by humans, in late 2019 YouGov found that half agreed.  

Yes, people think it is bad. A majority agree we are in a 
climate emergency. (Opinium, 2019). And a majority (in 28 
different countries) think the following scenarios are likely: 
serious damage to the global economy; cities lost to rising 
seas; mass displacement of people, and small wars. (YouGov, 
2019).  

Yes, people think that we could still address climate 
change, with widespread and drastic measures, but aren’t 
confident that we will do what is needed. (YouGov, 2019; 
BSA, 2018). 

 

In sum, awareness and concern about climate change is high 
in the UK, and at the time we did the project was reaching 
record highs. But when it comes to questions about climate 
justice, we couldn’t find research on where people stood on 
the pillars of Our Story, such as: ‘Colonialism and capitalism 
drove the climate crisis’; ‘the most affected are also the least 
responsible’; ‘climate change multiples existing oppressions’.  

We also realised that, without insight, climate justice 
campaigners tend to assume the worst: That people don’t 
have any understanding or sympathy for these ideas. 

   

6 



 

So we did our own research 

As we found some major gaps on climate justice in the 
existing literature, we carried out both quantitative and 
qualitative research to explore these areas.  

First, working with NatCen, we ran focus groups in London, 
Aberystwyth & Aberdeen in June 2019. This research gave us 
some good insights into public thinking and we used the 
results to help us with our communication objectives, and 
new frame ideas.  

Later in the project, we ran another phase of research to test 
these new frames. One of our testing methodologies was a 
nationally representative survey experiment, of 4000 
participants, which we ran with YouGov in December 2019. 
In this experiment we had another opportunity to explore 
public thinking about climate justice, as we included a 
‘baseline’ group in the experiment, who answered our 
questionnaire without reading any of the frames.  

This large group (1589 participants) was included both so we 
could compare their answers with those groups who did 
read a frame (giving us a litmus test of whether the frame 
helped shift people’s thinking in helpful or unhelpful 
directions), and so that we could have a robust quantitative 
measure of public opinion. 

 

And this is what we found 
Through our literature review, focus groups and survey 
we sought to understand the British ‘common sense’ on 
climate justice: the kinds of beliefs and opinions people 
are likely to readily reach for to understand climate 
change as a justice issue. 
 
We found several areas of ‘common ground’, where the 
British public seemed to think in helpful ways, aligned with 
Our Story. We also found some ‘faultlines’—areas where the 
public diverged from, or contradicted, our thinking.  
 
These characterisations, however, are of course to some 
extent a simplification. In fact, individuals are likely to hold a 
multiplicity of positions, both supportive and unsupportive, 
and hold these positions with varying degrees of strength. 
The ‘common sense’ on some areas of climate justice is 
particularly weak and unsupported by deep engagement. 
And, because of the lack of existing research on this topic, 
some of our insights are based only on one or two questions, 
so cannot always be considered robust. 
 
We try to show the range of beliefs in the British public, 
indicating, where we can, how strong the findings are.  
 
Key: 
[LR = Lit Review] [FG = Focus Group] [SE = Survey Experiment]  
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COMMON GROUND 
Where public thinking is aligned  
with climate justice 
 

The status quo isn’t working. People think that many 
global industries are damaging the environment.  

 
In our focus groups, participants talked of how climate 
change is just one part of the whole wider system—a system 
where, for instance, we have war, homelessnes, and people 
trying to cross borders for safety: I just think law and order is 
all crazy at the moment. Climate change, for me, is just a small 
part of that. I don't think we've got the basics right (London). 
We've realised that let's say the status quo is actually damaging 
the earth. (Aberystwyth). [FG]  
 
Across the groups there was consensus that industry was a 
major cause of climate change. This was spoken about 
generally in terms of the way humans make stuff, the fact 
that we keep creating things, and the pollution created by 
factories. [FG] 
 
The damaging areas of the economy that people discussed 
most were energy, food & agriculture, textiles and transport. 
[FG]  
 

 

Consumer capitalism is exploitative. People think that 
economic systems have more of an impact on climate 
than individuals do.  
 
We heard people expressing the belief that some aspects of 
our current system are environmentally and socially 
exploitative. The role of the Global North in driving demand 
and damage in the Global South was explicit particularly in 
discussions about industry: The amount of water and energy that 
goes into producing maybe £100 of trousers was just extreme 
(Aberystwyth). Inadvertently, we've created that environment. Our 
clothes are from them [‘third world countries’], the factories are 
from them, Foot Locker, JD Sports, it's all coming from them. When 
we're all sat here with our £80, £100 trainers on, it's all coming 
from them. (London); You're looking at different tribes just being 
decimated … different types of vegetation being lost forever 
because we want wood and we want Amazonia wood (London).  
 
People linked these kinds of industrial impacts to consumer 
capitalism, speaking critically of the profit motive to deliver 
cheap goods - and of the UK being a consumer nation that 
would struggle to give these up. [FG] 
 
When asked to rank the impact of economic systems, 
multinational corporations, national governments and 
individuals on climate change: economic systems (like 
capitalism) tends to be ranked second or third. (Corporations 
are clearly the most to blame, and individuals the least.) [SE] 
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People are also more likely to point the finger at capitalism 
than colonialism, even when asked to consider historical 
impacts on climate change. Age matters on this—younger 
people are more likely to say that capitalism and colonialism 
have more impact on climate change. [SE] 
 

Climate change hits some people and some countries 
harder. It’s not front of mind, but people can identify 
some differential impacts, including in the Global South.  
 
In a 2013 study, people were split on whether ‘climate change 
will mostly affect developing countries’ (42% agreed and 45% 
disagreed). Capstick, Pidgeon & Whitehead (2013). [LR] 
 
We found in our focus groups that people did not 
spontaneously raise the issue of unequal impacts of climate 
change. When it was explicitly prompted, one of the few 
demographics identified as vulnerable was age: both the 
eldery and the very young. This was talked about in terms of 
pollution (conflating pollution with climate change): kids are 
more susceptible to pollution than adults are because they're 
not really developed yet, so it's like smoking when you're 14, you 
can stunt your growth. Probably the same for pollution 
(London), and in terms of future generations, because they 
will face the brunt of climate change. People also talked 
about poverty: It unfairly impacts the poor because they've 
really not had resources to care that much about climate change 
(London). 

Thinking about places that would be harder hit, people 
talked about regions within the UK (e.g. areas affected by 
flooding), and also about regions globally more affected by 
temperature extremes and natural disasters. We're all at risk 
but I think the third world countries are going to be first to go 
(Aberdeen)—in the sense that they are: 
 
● More hit by direct impacts—if you think about people 

in Africa and there's no water, they're going to die 
(Aberdeen) 

● Less able to respond—I think the more economically 
developed countries will be safer and more able to adapt 
than the less economic countries… if the temperature goes 
hotter, they're not going to be able to cope (Aberystwyth) 

● More ignorant about climate change—you have 
native tribes who don't know anything about it 
(Aberysywth). 

 

Climate change exaggerates existing inequalities. 
Young people tend to think this, but not strongly. 
 
When faced with a question about whether climate change is 
likely to exaggerate existing inequalities, reduce them, or 
have no impact, young people are most likely to choose the 
first option. However, this bucks the trend for other age 
groups, who tend to say that climate change has ‘no impact’. 
[SE] 
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The least responsible for the problem are  
suffering most.  
 
We asked: Some people argue that it is the people and 
communities around the world that are least responsible for 
climate change that are suffering the worst impacts. To what 
extent do you agree or disagree with this? A plurality (45%) 
agreed, although the strength of feeling at both ends of the 
scale was weak—people don’t tend to strongly agree or 
disagree with this idea. A large group (40%) put themselves 
in the middle or just didn’t know. But people who voted 
Labour were much more likely to agree (59%) than 
Conservative voters (35%). [SE] 
 

We need to protect vulnerable groups around the 
world. But people are not sure who they are.  
 
Vulnerability is a strong moral concern, even the dominant 
consideration, when people are deliberating about action on 
climate change. People talk about solidarity, protection from 
harm, and fairness in sharing costs—and the need to protect 
vulnerable groups. These concerns are generally more 
important than concerns about authority, duty and system 
preservation. Adger, Butler & Walker-Springett (2017). [LR] 
 
People care about the justice of the process as much as the 
justice of the outcome. The perceived legitimacy of the 
outcomes of climate negotiations depends on whether 

people think the process was fair and transparent, which 
includes the principle that people and countries most 
vulnerable to climate change have voice and agency in the 
process.  Schleich, J., Dütschke, E., Schwirplies, C., & Ziegler, A. 
(2016) [LR] 
 
However, people have difficulty judging which groups are 
more vulnerable. As we saw on p.9, people cite factors like 
age and poverty, but not, say, race, gender or class. An 
extract from Adger et al.’s focus group: Participant: The 
impacts on vulnerable people. I think that’s very important. 
Facilitator: Who do you count as vulnerable? Participant: Elderly, 
disabled...  
 

Governments are the most responsible for acting.  
And individuals are the least.  
 
People tend to locate responsibility for addressing climate 
change at the international and/or national level rather than 
the local/personal level. Capstick et al. (2013). When talking 
about climate action, people believe that the government 
has a responsibility to act for the common good. Adger et al. 
(2017). [LR] But, at the same time, a majority of people (58%) 
don’t trust the government to act on climate change. [SE] 
 
People think the key roles of national government include: 
incentivising and punishing citizens to behave responsibly; 
regulation and legislation; investing in infrastructure, like 
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public transport; educating people and sharing information; 
making sure people adhere to laws. We really think that the 
government needs to force change (London). [FG] 
 
The role of people is seen as very limited: so I agree that every 
individual has to change but I do believe that those changes are 
small for each individual (London). There’s a sense that many 
people have difficult enough lives already: We shouldn’t 
lecture them or smash them over the head with climate change. 
The kind of change a person can make includes lifestyle 
changes, like habits with food and recycling. [FG] 
 

Responsibility is related to culpability. People agree 
with the ‘polluter pays’ principle.  
 
When faced with different principles on how the burdens of 
climate mitigation should be shared out internationally, 
there is a common understanding that the ‘polluter pays’ 
principle comes first: Those countries most responsible for 
emissions should bear costs accordingly. Even citizens of 
more highly emitting countries agree that their nations 
should be held to account. Schleich et al. (2016). [LR] 
 
There is also a belief that the UK government carries 
particular responsibility on the global stage: Currently, the UK 
has produced more pollution than any other country yet 
because we obviously did it so early (Aberystwyth). [FG] 
 

Solutions need to come from the most impacted. 
But people are divided on leadership from the frontline.  
 
People have long realised that the solutions to climate 
change must match the problem in scale. Corner et al, 
(2010). [LR] When given a range of actors (including 
governments, corporations, individuals) and asked who 
needs a bigger role in developing solutions, people say 
everyone, including frontline and indigenous communities. 
But people want scientists and experts to have a much 
bigger role. [SE] 
 
When we gave people this statement for discussion— Some 
people say that the voices of those who are most affected by 
climate change should be at the centre of developing solutions— 
it met with mixed views, and some confusion: 

● Those with experience will have a better 
understanding of what’s needed. I think that people 
who have more knowledge about it should be given 
higher priority to choosing how to deal with it, because 
they'd understand best what to do (Aberystwyth). 

● We shouldn’t burden those who are struggling. 
Talking about people in Bangladesh: They're going to 
be disproportionately affected, so we're going to say to 
them, 'Look, you've got nothing, but you have to find the 
solution'? (London). [FG] 
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Resource redistribution could be necessary.  
 
When asked whether the solution to climate change would 
require resource redistribution away from the wealthy, 
marginally more agreed (33%) than disagreed (24%), but 
many said they neither agreed nor disagreed. People who 
voted Remain were much more likely to advocate 
redistribution than people who voted Leave. [SE] 
 

We need a decentralised system (ish). People chose this 
over other systems, but don’t feel strongly.  
 
When faced with a choice about the best political system for 
tackling climate change, people tended to favour a 
decentralised system that directly involves communities 
(38%). Less people backed a centralised democratic system 
(26%), and only 5% chose an autocratic system with a 
powerful leader who didn’t have to contest elections. Labour 
voters were far more in favour of decentralisation than 
Conservative voters, but people in general were not 
confident about this, with a third saying ‘don’t know’. [SE] 
 

The future is bright (ish). People are cautiously 
optimistic we’ll find solutions, in the longer term. 
 
People are hopeful that climate change could be addressed, 
and are positive about the viability of some solutions, such 
as a large scale reduction in energy use (BSA, 2018) and the 

uptake of renewable technologies and greener transport 
[FG]. But this is tempered by doubt about whether changes 
will be adopted at the scale that is needed.  
 
I think renewable energy and all that is all getting better these 
days. People are using more solar panels and stuff like that, so it 
is achievable but to what extent? (Aberystwyth). 
 
People are also more hopeful the longer the time frame. 
While only 19% are hopeful about solutions being found in 
the next five years, this increases to 53% being hopeful about 
the next 20 years, and 65% about the next 50 years. [SE]  
 
In discussions about the future, people expressed hope in 
the following ways: [FG] 

● Change is inevitable. The situation will force a solution.  

● Anything is possible. There's scope for everything to 
happen (Aberdeen). 

● People will act. We’ll do more. It’s not too late. 

● People will adapt.  I just feel that we adapt and evolve, so 
we've been evolving since the first human beings, so why 
wouldn't we evolve now? (London). 

● Young people will drive change. Everyone wants 
change. I think the young are driving that and if the young 
carry on and don't lose momentum, I think they will be the 
force for change (London). 
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FAULTLINES 
Where thinking is in tension with climate justice 
 

Climate change was unintentional. People believe we 
can’t be held responsible for the past. 
 
One of the barriers to justice is the belief that climate change 
is an unfortunate side-effect of economic development. 
 
Thus, understanding climate change as an unintentional 
phenomenon with no single villain may decrease motivation to 
right past wrongs, and perceiving no human role in the 
phenomenon at all, as many US citizens do , is likely to depress 
moral judgements even further.” Markowitz & Shariff (2012) [LR] 
 
There is a sense of ‘Innocent Industrialisation’—the belief 
that the founders of the industrial revolution didn’t know 
about the harmful impact of carbon emissions so can’t be 
blamed for climate change: With the past, we've used fossil 
fuels without really knowing the implications (Aberystwyth).  
And this leads the logic that it would be hypocritical to blame 
nations that are industrialising now: If Brazil didn't 
industrialise then the Amazon would be okay, but you can't stop 
a country from industrialising. As I said before, we've done it so 
why can't another country do it? (Aberystwyth). [FG]  
 
Generally, people do not seem to have a sense of historical 

responsibility for the widespread (and intentional) social and 
environmental exploitation that (unintentionally) drove the 
climate crisis: The government nowadays shouldn't be 
responsible for the government going back 150 years ago 
(Aberdeen) [FG] 
 

Empire and colonialism are not relevant to the  
climate crisis. 
 
People, unprompted, do not talk about climate change as 
being a result of exploitative economic and social systems. 
Capstick et al. (2013). [LR] 
 
Historical empires and colonialism are just not in the same 
frame as climate change, and people struggle to grapple with 
the connection when it’s introduced. Even if there is some 
understanding of current exploitation in the Global South 
(see p.8), people do not link this to a legacy of colonialism. 
When judging the impact of different systems on climate 
change, people are more likely to blame capitalism than 
colonialism. [SE] 
 

Industrialising countries are the problem. People point 
the finger at China and India.  
 
People use terms like ‘the third world’ and ‘developing 
countries’ in a sweeping and sometimes inconsistent way, 
but China and India, in particular, were singled out as being 
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the particular problem. First, because they are perceived to 
be the biggest emitters: the third world get a hard time 
because they, obviously, when we look at it scales-wide, produce 
probably the most carbon emissions (London). And second, 
because people are distrustful about what ‘less developed’ 
nations do with their budgets: instead of changing climate, 
they're [India] building rockets and then blasting them into space 
(London). FG]  
 
Even when explicitly asked about the historical causes of climate 
change, given twelve options (including the governments and, 
separately, individuals of wealthy countries, emerging economies 
and poorer countries), people saw the governments of 
“Governments of emerging economies (e.g. China, India)” as 
having the most significant impact.  
 
People consistently attributed climate impacts in this order: 
emerging economies > wealthy countries > poorer countries. [SE] 
 

 
   

Many existing social issues, like race and class, are 
unconnected to climate change.  
 
People have difficulty judging who is most affected by (and 
vulnerable to) climate change. People cite age, disability and 
poverty as factors, but not race. Adger, Butler & 
Walker-Springett (2017). [LR] 
 
4 in 10 think that climate change will have no impact on 
existing injustice and inequality. Only 26% think climate 
change will have the most impact on those already 
marginalised, exaggerating existing inequalities. (Although, 
young people buck this trend, see p.9). [SE] 

 

Solutions will come from the Global North. 
 
In our focus groups, participants argued that America 
needed to lead on climate in order to convince other key 
nations to follow suit: what hope have we got of getting 
struggling, developing countries like India, China, and Russia, 
even, to come on board when America won't? (London). 
 
It was implicit that leadership should come from the Global 
North, although people did not seem to see the UK as 
particularly influential on climate change. [FG] 
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Reparations are a bad idea. People think we should sort 
our own problems before sending resources abroad.  
 
When we introduced the idea of paying climate reparations 
to countries in the Global South, people reacted either with 
confusion or cynicism. The concept was not well understood, 
but the arguments raised against it were: 

● We give money already through aid. We do that now 
anyway. It's in the budget. We give money to countries that 
don't even need the money like Saudi Arabia (Aberdeen). 
There was a feeling that it’s a perennial problem, 
because we’re asked to give money for drought relief 
every year (implying it’s about charity given, rather 
than reparations due). 

● We can’t trust where money goes. In the vein of a 
wider theme about not being able to trust government, 
specifically China and India (p.14): Then it would be up to 
the government to distribute it equitably and we know that 
plenty of governments won't do that. I don't know how you 
can actually make reparations to the people who are 
affected rather than the country that's affected (London).  

● Self-sufficiency is preferable. Again, not seeming to 
fully understand the concept. participants said those 
countries should use their own budgets: if a country is 
self-sufficient and it can finance it themselves they should 
(Aberdeen). 

● We should choose where our money goes. People 
thought it should be an individual choice rather than it 
coming out of the budget. 

● We’ve got our own problems to deal with here. In 
the context of UK floods and food banks: We're taxed to 
the hilt right now and then out of that every year in the 
budget they say, 'This is how much we're going to send to 
this country and that country.’ (Aberdeen) and Look at 
your front door first before you look at everyone else as 
far as I'm concerned (Aberdeen). 

● We’re not responsible for the past. See p.13. 
 

Life’s not fair. People doubt there could ever be a  
‘just’ solution.  
 
Faced with a prompt about whether climate solutions can be 
implemented in a way that is just and fair, people fell into 
two main ‘no’ camps: 

● There isn’t a fair solution. You can't please everyone 
(Aberystywth), and, Life's not fair, is it? (Aberdeen).   

● ‘Fairness’ is relative. For instance, China’s idea of 
fairness will be different to ours: When you say just and 
fair, just and fair is a different situation for every single 
country because of the different environments that they're 
in. (London) [FG] 
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The future is bleak & human nature is bad. People think 
we are heading for a world of scarcity. 
 
“Overall people in Britain have some hope that climate change 
could be reduced, but they are not very confident that it will 
actually happen”. BSA, 2018. [LR] 
As we saw on p.12, people have little hope that we will find 
solutions in the next 5 years. [SE] 
 
In the focus groups, the overarching feelings about solutions 
were quite fatalistic: [FG] 

● It’s already too late: The damage is done. There's 
nothing really anyone can do to repair it (Aberdeen). 

● What will be will be. What's going to happen is what's 
going to happen regardless. I don't think there's very much 
that we can do in the way of change that we're not already 
doing; despite what the politicians would have you believe. 
What'll be will be, in my opinion (Aberdeen). 

● The changes needed are too big: They are too 
complex, too quick, too expensive. I think the whole 
system needs to change in some way but it's not going to 
change (London).  

● The solutions are not realistic. People argued, for 
example, we can’t all go vegan and stop flying, there 
would be too much push back.  

 

Another source of fatalism is the strong belief that humans 
are fundamentally greedy, selfish and ignorant, and that 
these traits have driven and will continue to drive climate 
change. Humans don't fit into the system, we are a cancer. That 
sounds really quite hard, but actually we're the only ones that 
don't fit into the ecosystem, it's because of greed. Everything is 
money-orientated (London). [FG] 
 
Greed was spoken of in terms of people just doing what they 
want: wanting convenience, wanting the best, and not caring 
about the consequences. At the end of the day it's all 
materialistic. It's all about the money (Aberdeen). [FG] 
 
People were generally down on other people’s awareness of 
climate change, assuming (wrongly) that they do not care.  
 
The vision of the future is one of scarcity. People had a 
strong sense that climate change is leading to an increasing 
strain on resources, only further exacerbated by 
overpopulation: Too many people using the same resources 
(Aberdeen). [FG] 
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What questions does  
this leave us with? 
 
Taking stock of how people in the UK think (or don’t think) about 
climate justice, we have several key areas that warrant more 
exploration. Most importantly: historical responsibility and the 
connection between colonialism and climate change.  
 
It seems that people in the UK do not have a strong analysis of 
how the UK’s Imperial past has helped shape today’s fossil fuel 
economy. There seems to be very little understanding of how 
colonialism has been vastly environmentally and socially 
destructive; how this extractive mindset forged the economy we 
have today; and how the people and places that were colonised 
suffer climate impacts in multiple ways.  
 
We’ve already seen some of the conflicting beliefs that could lead 
people to reject this perspective, such as the idea of ‘innocent 
industrialisation’ (p.13) or the belief in other principles of 
responsibility, like ‘responsibility is pegged to current emissions’, 
which tends to lead people to point the finger at emerging 
economies (p.14). We need more insight on what else blocks 
people from adopting a perspective of historical responsibility. Is 
there an educational gap that can simply be bridged with 
information? Are there emotional blocks—such as a resistance to 
identifying our own ancestors as being ‘to blame’?  

 
Perhaps in part because people do not draw on historical 
responsibility or colonialism to understand the roots of the 
climate crisis, we found another big area to explore further: 
perceptions of the UK’s role on the global stage.  
 
In our research, people seemed to look outside the UK both 
for blame, preferring to name China and India, and also for 
leadership, preferring to look, for instance, to the United 
States. In both cases it was more nuanced and complex than 
this—people do see that there is both blame and potential 
leadership for many actors and countries, at many levels of 
power, wealth and influence. But it wasn’t clear that people 
had a clear sense of what the UK could or should be doing as 
part of the global response to climate change. We would like 
more understanding of the perceived role of the UK. 
 
We also need to track how the pandemic and the Movement 
for Black Lives continue to affect public thinking. In 
particular, there is exciting potential for huge shifts in public 
consciousness of historical oppression, which can help the 
climate justice movement. Now might be the moment to 
cement key pillars of climate justice: to introduce colonialism 
more firmly into the debate, and to show how climate 
change, like many other crises, will only multiply oppression 
unless justice is a non-negotiable part of our solutions.  
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What does this all mean  
for climate comms? 
In general, communicators need to build on the areas of 
common ground in their messaging, and find ways to 
address the faultlines. From our findings, we can see several 
important implications for communications on climate 
justice. Where we have tested specific frames that add 
strength to these recommendations, we add them below. 

★ Unpack how climate change multiplies oppression, 
rather than simply state that it does. People do not 
readily understand this, and need help connecting the dots 
through explanation, examples and comparisons. We might 
be able to draw on the mainstream awareness of the 
racialised impacts of COVID-19 as an example. And we can 
use sentiments like: ‘we’re weathering the same storm but 
not all of us are in the same boat’ to illustrate the point that 
it’s a universal phenomenon but with vastly unequal impacts. 

★ Be specific about countries or communities, rather than 
using broad terms like ‘Global South’. This means naming 
the nations, places or communities we are talking about, or at 
least giving examples after using broad geographical or 
geopolitical terms. Many people do not use ‘Global South’, 
preferring terms like ‘third world’ and ‘undeveloped’ and, in any 
case, these terms tend to be used vaguely, often in a 
homogenising dehumanising way, sometimes including 

countries like China, sometimes not.  

★ Emphasise the value of self-direction. This means naming 
that it is intrinsically important that affected groups have voice, 
appealing to ‘self-determination’, ‘freedom’, ‘having a say’. 
Alongside this key value, we should talk about the principles 
like ‘we should all be able to participate in decisions that affect 
us’, and that ‘we have something important to learn from 
people with direct experience of climate change’. It also means 
steering clear of framing that suggests we intend to extract 
solutions from affected communities, or burden them with 
solving the problem. (In our research, some people confused 
‘voice’ in the solutions, with ‘burden’ to solve.) 

Tried and tested: In our frame testing, we found that the value of 
self-direction was powerful for encouraging a climate justice 
analysis (more powerful than appealing to values of community or 
security). This value made people more likely to say that climate 
change impacts the most marginalised, and also to call for a bigger 
role of governments of poorer countries in the solutions.  

★ Focus on solidarity and shared humanity. This means 
talking about ‘standing shoulder to shoulder’ and ‘working 
together’. We must build affinity between the people who are 
most impacted by climate change, in a way that focuses on 
our shared humanity, for instance emphasising the 
experiences, identities and concerns we have in common, 
rather than framing ‘them’ as ‘out there’ for us to ‘help’.  

Tried and tested: In our frame testing, we found that a solidarity 
narrative particularly helped to make people receptive to the 
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idea that the least responsible for climate change are the most 
affected, and that those affected should play a bigger role in 
developing solutions.  

★ Address people’s distrust of government when appealing 
to government responsibility. This means talking about 
where resources will go, and the mechanisms that ensure 
they help the people intended. Wherever you stand on the 
role of government, if we are calling on the government to 
take action on climate change we have to contend with 
people’s lack of trust. This is particularly important when 
talking about international solidarity as people are wary of 
corrupt governments abroad. 

★ Use examples and metaphors to introduce the principle 
of system design. This means talking about the harms of 
consumerism, drawing on examples like the textile industry, 
an accessible way to bridge to more fundamental problems 
in the economy. We need to follow people’s instinct that 
consumerism is part of the problem, and connect this with 
solutions that are proportionate and involve system change 
(rather than, say, tinkering with technology). And we should 
be careful to stress that it’s the system that is wrong, rather 
than human nature being fundamentally greedy and flawed. 
It is difficult to talk about systems because they are complex 
and abstract - metaphors can help us with this. 

Tried and tested: In our frame testing, we found that using 
metaphorical language to talk about the economy helped make 
some of these ideas more relatable and accessible. All the 

metaphors we tested were useful, particularly in priming people 
to understand the inequalities built into the economy: The 
economy as a ‘rigged game’, the economy as an architectural 
‘blueprint’ and the economy as a ‘shared meal’. 

★ Connect the dots between colonialism and climate 
change using system design. This means communicating 
that some of these exploitative ‘design patterns’ are 
centuries old - that countries in the Global North have a long 
legacy of fuelling exploitation elsewhere for our own ends. 
Where we can, we must name that the extractive mindset of 
colonialism forged the fossil fuel economy and that system 
redesign for the environment must at the same time address 
racial injustice. The incredible labour of the Movement for 
Black Lives, in bringing the legacy of colonialism into popular 
consciousness, might make it easier to explain these roots.  

★ Talk about local and global in the same breath. This 
means, for instance, starting with Yorkshire, ending with 
Bangladesh, emphasising where the problems and solutions 
are the same. We can draw on the pandemic as an example 
of how crisis anywhere affects us everywhere. Many people 
need to feel reassured that our problems in the UK will be 
addressed, so if talking about international solidarity we 
need to actively address concerns like: ‘we’ve got enough 
problems on our own doorstep’ and ‘how can we trust where 
the money goes?’. 
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★ Do not rely on emergency framing. This means dialling 
down on crisis and doom. We know from this research that 
most people already think that climate change is an 

emergency. And we know from other research that “fear is 
generally an ineffective tool for motivating genuine 
personal engagement” (O’Neil et al., 2009).  

Tried and tested: In our frame testing we found that emergency 
narratives (‘crisis of unprecedented scale’, ’irreversible harm’, 
‘catastrophic effects’) move people’s thinking in both helpful and 
unhelpful ways. A significant backfire effect, and the reason we 
suggest exercising caution, is that they make people more likely 
to say climate change has no impact on existing injustices.  

★ Leverage the hope people do have! This means focusing 
on positive, hopeful messages that motivate the feeling that 
it’s possible to act. (O’Neil et al., 2013). We know that people 
are relatively hopeful about solutions in the longer term, and 
we can celebrate the hope that has been inspired by 
responses to the pandemic (see p.3): for instance hope in 
human nature, hope in community solidarity, hope in 
international cooperation. It’s by now an old communication 
adage to leave guilt and fear at the door, but one we should 
still try to follow. We can also emphasise how much people 
care about climate change. People tend to underestimate 
this, “However, when told about the true levels of support for 
action on climate change, people’s own level of support 
increases”. (Mildenberger & Tingley, 2017).  

We see much to be hopeful about in how the British public 
think about climate change. We are not yet at the point 
where Our Story about climate justice is common sense, but 
people are receptive to some key moral principles, and there 
is potential for shifts in thinking (for instance, on colonialism) 
that until now would have seemed impossible.  
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+  – 
Unpack how climate 
change multiples 
oppressions using 
examples (e.g. of 
racialised impacts of 
COVID-19) 

Avoid simply stating that 
‘climate change multiples 
injustices’ 

Name the particular 
countries and 
communities you are 
talking about 

Avoid broad terms like 
‘global south’  

Emphasise self-direction 
values 
(‘self-determination’, 
‘freedom’, ‘having a say’)  

Avoid implying that it is a 
burden for affected 
groups to be involved in 
solutions 

Focus on solidarity and 
shared humanity 
(‘standing shoulder to 
shoulder’, ‘working 
together’) 

Avoid using terms that 
other people, like ‘them’, 
‘those’ affected, over 
‘there’ 

Talk about where 
government resources will 
go, and how they will help 
the right people 

Avoid simply calling for 
government to allocate 
resources, particularly 
when calling for 
international solidarity 

Use metaphor and 
examples to introduce the 
idea of system design (e.g. 
the economy as an 
architectural ‘blueprint’) 

Avoid implying that things 
are just the way they are, 
or we got to the climate 
crisis completely by 
accident 

Connect the dots between 
colonialism and climate by 
talking about exploitative 
‘design patterns’ 

Avoid simply stating that 
the climate crisis has its 
roots in colonialism  

Talk about local and 
global in the same breath: 
start with Yorkshire, end 
with Bangladesh 

Avoid talking about 
international solidarity 
without reassuring people 
that our problems at 
home will also be 
addressed 

Appeal to the hope people 
have (e.g. in human 
nature, in viability of 
solutions) and talk about 
how much others care  

Avoid relying on 
emergency frames  
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