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Perception of Climate Change
and the Energy Transition
Results from a European Survey

To achieve national and European climate targets, political leaders will need to feel confident that their citizens generally 
support efforts to drastically reduce CO2 emissions. An in-depth research project, 
called European Perceptions of Climate Change (funded within the Social-Ecological 
Research program), provides insights into public support for climate change related 
policies across four European countries. The project team identified a widespread support 
for the Paris climate agreement and for renewable energy solutions, which suggests 
that there might be an opportunity for climate movements to gain momentum. 

Annika Arnold, Katharine Steentjes

he announcement of the US-President
Donald Trump to withdraw from the

Paris Agreement has recently brought cli-
mate change and its possible consequenc -
es back to the forefront of political discus-
sions and media coverage.While the Euro-
pean Union and national leaders confirm
their support for the climate accord, the de-
tails of how European countries will meet
the agreed targets remain scattered and un-
clear. 

Project Design

Over the last years, a number of national
surveys assessed public perceptions of cli-
mate change and support for political strat -

egies to tackle climate change. But what
was missing was a cross-nation al analysis
of public perceptions and an in-depth as-
sessment of underlying drivers of these
public opinions and beliefs. The project Eu -
ropean Perceptions of Climate Change (EPCC)

seeks to fill this gap by focusing on four
Northern European countries and asking
questions such as: Which climate pol icies
receive strong support and where do people
disagree with proposed measures? What
impacts do people expect climate change
will have on their own and others’ life? Do
many people perceive renewable energies
as a solution to climate change? Which oth-
er political strategies to reduce CO2 emis-
sions would receive broad support?

An international research team, with
members from Cardiff University, United
Kingdom, University of Stuttgart, Germa -
ny, University of Bergen, Norway, and Sym-
log Institute, France, developed and con-
ducted a cross-national survey in those four
countries. The project was funded under
the joint programming initiative Connect-
ing Climate Knowledge for Europe (JPI Cli-
mate), with funding contributions from
national funding bodies.1 In each country,
1,000 respondents aged 14 years or over
were interviewed face-to-face (United King-
dom, Germany, France) or by telephone in-
terviews (Norway, due to the dispersed pop -

ulation). A rigorous translation process pro-
duced a comparable four-language survey
instrument that reaches beyond simple
pol ling efforts, as it is based on theoretical
insights and previous research findings.
While a more in-depth analysis of the data
is still under way, the following presents a
concise overview of some descriptive key
findings (see Steentjes et al. 2017).

Misperception of Scientific Consensus

The survey measured various aspects of cli-
mate change beliefs and included various
questions about energy production and oth-
er climate change related policies. While an
overwhelming majority of respondents be-
lieve that climate change is happening (93
percent France, highest; 83 percent Germa -
ny, lowest), the survey revealed some mis-
understanding in relation to the scientific
certainty of human-made climate change:
only between 24 percent (Germany) and 35
percent (Norway) knew that the vast major-
ity of scientists agree that humans are the
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does support for using public money to ad-
vance the insulation of homes (60 to 74 per-
cent). Less support was identified for mea -
sures directly affecting the living costs.
Increasing taxes on the use of fossil fuels
met some opposition (35 to 54 per cent),
and increasing energy prices in gen eral to
reduce people’s energy use was even less
popular (13 to 32 percent opposed). In the
cross-na tional comparisons Norway stood
out as consistently being the country with
the highest support for policy mea sures
that aim to reduce energy consumption.

Window of Opportunity for 

Civic Engagement

A number of recommendations for public
engagement can be taken from the EPCC
results. The broad public support for adap -
ta tion policies could encourage policy mak-
ers to pursue those suggestions. The fact
that climate change is getting closer to peo-
ple’s lives offers a chance to connect climate
change communication to personal experi -
ences such as changing weather patterns.
Furthermore, the data suggest that climate
change is increasingly perceived as a seri -
ous threat in need of internationally and
lo cally coordinated efforts. Stakeholders
should be encouraged by these findings
and build on existing support to strength-
en local environmental activities (see Cor-
ner et al. 2017 for recommendations). 
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FIGURE 1: 

Respondents in
Germany associate
climate change 
impacts with 
wetter weather 
and floods. 
The photo shows 
a flooded street 
in a German 
housing area. 

jority of respondents across all four coun-
tries mentioned changes in weather pat-
terns such as more severe storms, wetter
weather and a more frequent occurrence
of heat waves or droughts (see figure 1). 

Support for National and International

Policy Measures

Concerning possible policy responses to cli-
mate change, EPCC survey results show
strong support for renewable energy sourc -
es as well as support for investment in strat -
egies to adapt to climate change at home
and in developing countries. Internation-
al collaboration and mutual support is also
seen positive among respondents, as the
majority of the participants across all four
countries support the Paris Agreement, with
highest scores among Norwegians (83 per -
cent). Opposition to the agreement was very
low (six percent UK, eight percent France,
Germany and Norway).

In light of the recent withdrawal from
the Paris Agreement by the USA, the ques-
tion of how to deal with countries that re-
fuse to commit to international efforts to
limit the temperature increase to (below)
2°C became very relevant. Our survey found
that, consistent with the strong support for
the Paris Agreement, respondents in all four
countries were equally in favor of the in-
troduction of high economic penalties for
refusing nations (52 to 69 percent). 

When it comes to tangible measures us -
ing public money to advance climate mit-
igation, support for subsidizing renewable
energies remains high (69 to 88 percent) as

main cause of the global temperature in-
crease. Studies show that the consensus
amongst scientist on this question might
be as high as 97 percent (Cook et al. 2016).
Belief in scientific consensus on human-
made climate change has been found to
af fect whether people believe in climate
change and whether they are worried about
it (Van der Linden et al. 2015). Despite this
underestimation of scientific consensus,
respondents of the EPCC survey indicat-
ed that they have started to feel the conse -
quenc es of climate change. 

Climate Change Is Hitting Closer to

Home for Many People

Climate change has often been described
as a phenomenon that is perceived as a
psychologically distant threat for people
in Western countries. When a threat is per-
ceived as temporally distant (consequenc -
es occur in the future), geographically dis-
tant (impacts mainly distant countries) and
socially distant (people who are suffering
are unlike me), it is often perceived as less
severe than other threats (Liberman and
Trope 1998). However, the EPCC data show
that people start to see climate change as
close threat, with 60 percent across all coun-
tries stating, “we are already feeling the
effects of climate change” and 56 percent
(average across countries) strongly or ten-
tatively agreeing with the statement that
“climate change is likely to have a big im-
pact on people like me”. 

With regards to the expected effect of cli-
mate change for their own country, a ma-
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