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Informing public health messaging on health and climate change 

Background to the study   
Climate change is an increasing risk to public health in the UK.  Highlighting its health 
impacts is seen as a way of increasing its ‘issue salience’ (how important the public 
considers climate change to be) and therefore helping to build public support for 
policies.
However, evidence on whether the public is particularly concerned about the health 
dimensions of climate change is limited.  Little is known either about whether a focus on 
health would generate greater public support for climate policies.  The study helps to fill 
these gaps.  

Aims of the study  
Focusing on adults in the UK, the study provides evidence on the importance of a focus 
on health with respect to:
i) people’s concerns about climate change 
ii) people’s support for climate policies 

Methods 
We used a range of methods to address the study’s aims:
• an innovative programme of community-based public involvement (involving 

people in the everyday settings in which they live and work)
• an analysis of qualitative data from a previous PH-PRU where we asked 

participants to record in their own words, ‘what comes to mind when you think of 
climate change?’  

• an analysis of the coverage of health and climate change on Twitter (now X)
We then undertook three surveys of UK adults aged ≥18 years.  Quotas were set to 
match the UK population for age group, gender, ethnic group, educational attainment, 
and region/country of residence.  Together, the surveys addressed the two aims of the 
project.  
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For the ‘climate policies 
surveys’, the list of 
potential policy foci 
included the six areas of 
greatest concern identified 
in the ‘concerns’ survey:

People’s jobs and living standards
Health and wellbeing
Children

The animals and nature around us
The resources we rely on (e.g., food, water)

Those who are struggling to make ends meet

For the ‘climate change 
survey’, the list of 
potential concerns drew 
on:

UK evidence about the impacts of climate change

Our previous PH-PRU project1 of UK adults
Concerns raised by the study’s public involvement groups

Wider surveys indicating that jobs and living standards, 
migration and social unrest are of public concern

Key findings
• with respect to people’s 

concerns about climate 
change, people’s health and 
wellbeing has low ‘issue 
salience’. It is considered less 
important than other impacts of 
climate change. People’s main 
concerns about climate change 
focused on its impacts on the 
resources on which everyone 
depends, like food and water.  
Impacts on animals and nature 
and on children also emerged as 
important concerns (Figure 1).

Figure 1: the single most important concern about 
climate change (Oct-Nov 2023; UK adults; n=2009). 
NB. This figure includes the top ten concerns and not 
the options “don’t know” or “none of the above”.

When you think about what might 
happen as a result of climate change, 
which of the following concern you the 
most? 
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• with respect to what impacts climate policies should focus on, issues other 
than people’s health and wellbeing were again identified as more 
important. Essential resources and animals and nature were more likely than 
health and wellbeing to be selected as the ‘top issue’ the public would like climate 
policies to focus on (Figure 2).

Figure 2: top-ranked focus for climate policies (Feb-April 
2024; UK adults; n=1006) 

If you had a say in making plans to deal 
with climate change, which of the following 
would you most want to focus on? 

• emphasising the positive 
outcomes of climate policies 
elicited much higher levels 
of support than policies 
framed around reducing 
negative outcomes (e.g., 
‘with stronger policies, people’s 
health will be better in future’ 
vs ‘without stronger policies, 
people’s health will be worse in 
future’). This pattern was 
consistent across all potential 
policy foci (e.g., essential
resources, animals and nature, children). Positively-framed policies were 
consistently preferred over negatively-framed policies.

• the public prefers action to address the impacts of climate change over not 
taking action, regardless of whether its focus is on health or on other impacts.  

Study limitations
• the findings on people’s policy preferences are based on responses to 

hypothetical policy choices – rather than what they would do if presented with 
real policy proposals.  However, as noted in the Treasury’s Green Book1, 
people’s stated preferences are often the only source of guidance for policy 
making.  

• the surveys focused on adults aged ≥18 years.  Concerns about the impact of 
climate change on children and young people (CYP) were expressed by survey 
participants, particularly by parents, and by the public involvement groups.  
However, CYP were not directly represented.
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For further information about the study and associated publications
www.phpru.online/projects/current-projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-
health-and-climate-change.html
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Implications and recommendations 
The public health community has an essential role to play in safeguarding the health of 
the public in a changing climate.  However, it is not a responsibility they can fulfil 
without having the public behind them.  Effective action on climate change relies on 
public engagement in climate change and public support for climate polices.

• The study provides little evidence that a single focus on people’s health and 
wellbeing would increase public engagement in climate change and support for 
climate policies.

• The study points instead to the potential for public messaging that includes a 
strong focus on the essential resources on which we all rely.  

• It suggests that public messaging that combines this focus with a broader set of 
impacts – including on the natural environment and on children – may speak 
more directly to public concerns about climate change and their priorities for 
action. 

• Such an agenda would need to be refined and tested, including via community-
based public involvement.  But, if confirmed, it would speak directly to the remit of 
public health at national and local level – namely, to promote and protect the 
conditions in which people can live healthy lives.
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