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Background and methodology

At COP26, UK broadcasters and streamers came together and
signed the Climate Content Pledge, committing to help audiences
understand and navigate the path to net zero and inspire them to
make greener choices. They will do this by using content to help
audiences understand the challenges and opportunities of tackling
climate change and how audiences can play their part.

In 2022, six of these broadcasters — the BBC, Channel 4, Channel 5,
ITV, Sky and UKTV — commissioned Ipsos and the Centre for Climate
and Social Transformations (CAST) to conduct an evidence review
into what role broadcasters can play in inspiring audiences to make
changes to tackle climate change and biodiversity loss.
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Ipsos

1. Key findings



The different roles that media can play

The visual storytelling power of broadcast media gives it a unique role in inspiring people and systems to address
the challenges facing the environment. Its role includes:

Educating and
raising Social norming
awareness

Setting the
public agenda

Tackling
misinformation

Providing a
narrative of the
future

Inspiring
individuals
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Themes and approaches that work

Instead
of...

We
should...
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Presenting

climate
action as
weird or
extreme

Show
climate
action as
normal

Only
showing
how bad
and scary
the future

looks

Give a
hopeful
and
inspiring
feel

Making
people feel
guilty or
dis-
empowered

Instil pride
and sense of
collective
efficacy

Making
climate action
seem like a
loss or
sacrifice

Show what
people have
to gain
through co-
benefits

Implying
individuals
have to do

everything

Increase
confidence in
systemic
change

Only
preaching to
the converted

Go
mainstream

Just talking
about
issues and
problems

Show people
engaged in
positive
action




The best approach will be coordinated across genres, channels and
target audiences
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everything on
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2. The role of
broadcast
media

Ipsos



Setting the public agenda

Broadcast media has a role in setting the agenda or mood thanks to
its large viewership and its remit to cover the most important topics.
Research on a range of topics has shown how coverage across
media can set the agenda both directly and indirectly. The volume,
urgency and prominence of coverage has an impact, shaping both
public and political priorities.

This is not to say that media is all-powerful or can unilaterally decide
what matters, or how people should think, feel and behave. It has to
work with other actors and interventions, and also has to fit with - and
be relevant to - people’s day-to-day lives. Otherwise any coverage
will have limited impact.
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Educating and raising awareness

The role of broadcast media to educate and raise awareness of the challenges facing the environment can be

thought of in three different ways:

Educating

people about
the problem

Telling people

what they can
do about it

Telling people
what

governments
and businesses
can do about it

Telling the story of the challenges facing
the environment. Mostly done through
factual/news programmes but can be
done throughout genres. Tells people

what’s going wrong and helps them
understand why action is needed.

Goes the next step to tell viewers what
they can do to help tackle the problem.
Typically focuses on individual behaviours
such as diet, consumption, energy usage
and transport. This is particularly
important given low existing knowledge
about the most impactful behaviours and
the fact people think they are already
doing enough.

Acknowledges that the way things are set
up at the moment makes it very difficult
for individuals to tackle the problem,
recognises changes that governments,
businesses and people with power can
make to tackle the problem, and opens a
conversation about wider structural
changes that could deliver transformation.
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Social norming

The literature makes clear the role that social norms play in
determining our behaviours and habits, and whether we change
those behaviours and habits.

A lot of the barriers to behaviour and systems change around the
environment relate to social norms. Actions that contribute to climate
change and biodiversity loss are often seen as ‘normal’ and actions
that reverse it or reduce it are often seen as ‘abnormal’.

Broadcast media plays a key role in social norming because it is one
of the key forms through which we understand what is ‘normal’. If we
see something done repeatedly, our brains begin to internalise it as
something typical that we ourselves may want to repeat.
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Inspiring individuals

At its core, broadcast media is about individuals consuming
content. Programming has the potential to reach mass numbers of
people, especially when similar stories are told across multiple
channels and programmes.

While, as we've seen, there is a role in educating and informing
audiences about the challenges facing the climate and biodiversity
and what can be done to address these challenges, this education
isn’t enough to drive change. This is because the link between
changing attitudes or knowledge and changing behaviour is weak.
Therefore as well as knowing the facts, we also need a sense of
hope and positivity about the role we can all play.

Wildlife programmes have been described as inspiring interest in
nature. However, it is not only factual programming that can do this
and all types of content , from drama to lifestyle, can be used to
inspire audiences watching. This can be done, for example, by
seeing relatable people engaged in positive change and creating a
sense of ‘if they can do it, so can I'.
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Providing a narrative of the
future

Part of inspiring individuals means telling narratives of what the future
might look like, sharing stories of ‘signals of the future’ and
transformation happening right now. Broadcast media has a role in
painting a picture of how citizens, governments and businesses could
work together — and those changes already underway — to address
the challenges facing our climate, biodiversity and broader
environment.

It can be hard for both individuals and structures to change if we do
not have a vision and positive aspiration for what a different future
might look like.

This plays a role in inspiring individuals about their own behaviour,
whilst also improving understanding for what systemic and structural
changes might be required for us to address the challenges facing
our climate and biodiversity.
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Holding power to account

A core role of broadcast media is to hold powerful institutions to
account. This includes in the area of climate change where
broadcasters can offer scrutiny and analysis of both commitments
and action.

This scrutiny and holding-to-account of those with power can support
viewers as citizens and also help improve structures and systems to
facilitate viewers make the choices they want to make.

This may include outlining the case for climate justice or fairer
systems, challenging narratives that push climate action as only an
individual responsibility or highlighting structural reforms which may
be much more effective at reducing emissions.
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Tackling misinformation

Misinformation is a key barrier to action on climate change. This
includes misinformation about the nature of climate change itself — for
example the scientific consensus that humankind is contributing to
climate change and global warming — but also about the best and
most effective ways to tackle climate change.

Most people think recycling is the most effective action they can take
to tackle climate change, when in fact it is one of the least impactful.
At the same time, few are aware of the role of animal agriculture in
global emissions, and therefore of the impact of switching to a plant-
based diet.

Broadcasters have a role to play in tackling this misinformation by
presenting the facts and encouraging discussion around controversial
topics.
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3. What works




Showing pro-environmental behaviours as normal

Social norming is a crucial component of behaviour change.
Avoiding portraying pro-environmental behaviours as extreme or
abnormal may help inspire people to make positive choices in their
own lives, but also to support the structural changes needed to
address climate change and biodiversity loss.

Broadcast media can portray the normality of pro-
environmental behaviours in a whole range of ways across
programming. This may include showing everyday, relatable
characters but also aspirational influencers and celebrities.

As well as portraying pro-environmental behaviours as normal, it
may also be beneficial to show high carbon behaviours as
abnormal or negative character traits — or refrain from showing
them at all.

Social norming can also support ‘social learning’ — we are social
creatures and can learn effectively about the roles we can play by
watching others.
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"If you think about seatbelt wearing, for example, a very
simple thing, we wouldn't normally show someone
driving a car not wearing a seatbelt unless that perhaps
signified a negative character trait. | could imagine
someone being in a getaway car from a bank robbery
might not have a seatbelt on. You're showing
irresponsible behaviour and negative character traits so
thinking the same way with climate, what are those
opportunities to normalise behaviour and show actions?"
Steve Smith, Sustainable Production Consultant, Picture
Zero



Giving a hopeful and inspiring feel

There is a significant lack of awareness and knowledge about the
environment. However, increasing knowledge about the problem is
not enough to inspire people to make pro-environmental choices.

People who are more concerned about the climate aren’t “We are not a hard-hitting documentary. We are
necessarily more likely to make choices to help it and so providing entertainment. We're quite light. We're quite positive.
facts about climate change is necessary but not sufficient. Fear and We're quite enjoyable, and people are tuning in not
hopelessness characterise how many feel about the environment because they necessarily have a huge interest in green
and these feelings do not generally inspire action. Issues, because there's a different world for them to go
Providing a more positive, hopeful and inspiring tone through into if that's what they have a particularly keen interest
programming may help overcome this. This doesn’t mean avoiding in. These are just everyday viewers. So when we're
showing the extent of the problem, but a balanced approach may creating items on the show in whatever kind of context,
help people feel empowered and therefore take action. we have to make sure that they're going to enjoy it.”

The other upsides of having a positive and hopeful approach to David Smyth, Commissioner (Entertainment), ITV

programming are that it may reach more viewers and that it suits
the entertainment genre well.
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Increasing confidence in
systemic change

Another barrier to action for many is the sense that the onus is on
individuals and households to make changes in the face of huge
structural barriers such as cost and infrastructure. Even if we know
that we need to act, know how to act and are motivated to do so, if
facilities are not available or cost is prohibitive we won’t be able to
do so.

At the same time, some of the changes required are not
necessarily understood or supported by the general public either
because the need for change is not sufficiently understood, or
because the changes are seen as unfair. Broadcasters can help
improve understanding and confidence in these changes by shining
a light on the challenges and opportunities.
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Instilling pride and a sense of collective efficacy

In the same way that appealing to fear doesn’t work to motivate
most people to take action, appealing to guilt or shame also tends
not to work. When we feel guilty or shamed, this may activate our
defensive motivations which make us want to defend our current

behaviour rather than making us curious and empowered to p _ _
One strategy we really continue to try and deliver from

change. _ T _ _

our marketing communications is around showcasing
There is also evidence from other policy areas such as health that climate action, like collective action that is happening on
shame or guilt can reinforce negative behaviours. Instead, making climate change [...] ‘Come join us,' that rallying cry, that
people feel proud (or giving them the potential to feel proud) makes we're going in this direction and we want everyone to
them much more likely to act. This can be enhanced through giving come along with us, and that's a critical part of

a sense of collective pride in make choices and changing structures
to better support our climate and biodiversity. Visual storytelling can
work really well to instil these feelings. This might be by showing
what other people are doing, and showing the impact of joining
together.

communicating on a just transition.”
Policymaker
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Making content relatable

Climate-related content that is relatable and relevant to those
watching is likely to be most impactful. This both ensures people
watch and engage with content (as explicit climate content does not
always reach large audiences), but also increases confidence and
knowledge about how to act.

This will involve using characters and storylines that people can
see as reflections of themselves which can then act as positive role
models for making choices about climate change.

What is relatable to one person won’t be relatable to another and
so having a good understanding of audiences and targeting content
that is relatable to different groups will be crucial. This also means
being deliberately inclusive and diverse, using characters, themes
and storylines which appeal across a range of audiences.
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Showing what people have to gain through co-benefits

One of the major barriers to action is the perceived cost of taking
action. In many cases this is not just a perception: many of the
most impactful changes that we can make in our lifestyles come at
considerable cost, whether direct financial cost, in the time required

to research, plan and execute changes, or in the cost to lifestyle P ) .
Acting on climate creates a huge opportunity for us to

and culture. S _ _
address some of the injustice we have in society. The

what W.e. percgive of the changes we need to make in terms of loss going to make by acting on the climate and nature

or sacrifice, this can contribute to a sense of reluctance to act and emergencies and more about the opportunity for us to

climate delay. It gives a sense that even if we should act, we don’t

_ address some of those inequalities to create a fairer and
necessarlly want to act.

more prosperous society for everyone.”
This may be tackled by highlighting the co-benefits of taking action Policymaker, Welsh Government

such as to finances or health. These can be shown at both the

individual level such as the benefits of active travel or eating less

meat to health, but also at the structural level such as the benefits

of self-sufficiency in investing in renewable energy sources or the

benefits to the health system in reducing harmful emissions.
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Incorporating climate content
across different genres

The majority of evidence in the literature focuses on the role of
factual content, especially documentaries and news. Yet these
programmes have limited reach. Even those watched by millions
will exclude people who do not watch or enjoy that programming.
To reach truly mass audiences, and to achieve the relatable,
entertaining approach required, climate content should be
incorporated across all genres.

This content will likely be much less explicit than that of factual
programming. But there does seem to be considerable potential in
drama due to its inherent storytelling ability and the way it can
provide both an immersive and transformative experience that can
help shift behaviours and attitudes.

There is also a growing body of evidence about the role of comedy
and humour in shifting attitudes as it enables people to ‘let their
guard down’ and be more open to messaging. This can be
particularly useful in tackling mis- (and dis-) information — as telling
people that ‘they’re wrong’ can provoke defensive and dismissive
responses.
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Programming multiple approaches over the long term

As well as incorporating climate content across genres, there is
also a role for taking a consistent and long-term approach, rather
than limiting to single point-in-time programmes. This is needed for
social norming and increasing confidence. These have significant
social and psychological barriers that will take more than one
programme to overcome.

Again, the evidence based on consistent or long-term approaches
is limited, likely partly due to cost of evaluating things over a longer
term. But there is evidence from across the communications fields
about the power of repetition and consistency to improve recall of
key messages and inspiration to act.
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“If David Attenborough can't solve the issue, then we
need to accept that no one programme is going to do it
In one go and we're going to need to work across
drama and news, specialist factual and entertainment
and use that drip, drip, drip of content to shift the dial.”
Jonah Weston, Commissioning Editor for Science and
Factual, Channel 4




Katy Owen
katy.owen@ipsos.com
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