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Public messaging on climate change: the potential for a focus on children

Background to the study

Most adults are concerned about climate change, an exposure that is an increasing risk to the UK.
Harnessing public concern about climate change through a focus on the health impacts of climate
change is often advocated as a way of increasing its ‘issue salience’ (how important the public
considers it to be) and therefore helping to build public support for climate policies.

However, our earlier PH-PRU project found little evidence that the public were particularly concerned
about the health impacts of climate change or that they identified health as a priority for climate
policies. Instead, their major concermns and policy priorities focused on impacts on the essential
resources on which everyone relies, like food and water, and on animals and nature. Children also
featured among their concerns and priorities, particularly among parents.

-
Aims of the study

The aims of this 4-month project are to investigate:

I. the potential for engaging the public in climate change and climate policy through a focus
on children and child health
Il. the climate change concerns and policy priorities of parents.

To address the aims, the project provides evidence on people’s concerns about climate change and
their priorities for climate policies.

e
Methods

The project is informed by our earlier PH-PRU project [1], our community-based public involvement [2]
and a scoping review of qualitative studies of parents’ concerns about climate change [3].

Building on these inputs, we drew on two surveys conducted for our earlier project (October/November
2023, n=2016; March 2024, n=1004) and a further survey conducted in August 2024 (n=1023). Survey
participants were adults living in the UK and aged 218 and over. Quotas were set to match the UK
population for age group, gender, ethnic group, educational attainment, and region/country of
residence. Additionally, we included a question on parental status: ‘Are you the parent/guardian of a
child/children (including those over the age of 18)?’

The surveys asked about climate change concems, including concerns for children and their health,
and priorities for climate policies, again including children and children’s health. Informed by earier
studies [4], we also asked about participants’ intergenerational time preferences for climate policies to
save lives in the UK (their preferences for the distribution of policy benefits between their, their
children’s and their grandchildren’s generation). See Appendix on page 4 for the full question.
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Key findings

1. Health is not
among the public’s
top concerns about
climate change or
among their
priorities for climate
policies.

This finding did not
change when we
introduced a focus on
children’s health
(‘children’s physical
health and mental
wellbeing’). It also did
not change when we
compared a focus on
‘children’ and
‘children’s physical
health and mental
wellbeing’. Figure 1.
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2. Parental status is
an important
predictor of climate
change concern and
of support for
climate policies.

Compared to non-parents, parents are

significantly more :

* concerned about climate change

» concerned about the impact of climate
change on children and future generations
likely to select children/children’s health as
their top priority for climate policies.
However, like non-parents, essential
resources and animals and nature were the
most frequently selected priorities for climate
policies to focus on

All analyses took account of other
sociodemographic factors.
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Figure 1: Public priorities for climate policies: ‘If you had to choose one of
the sets of plans below, which would you most like the government to
focus on? Please select one’ (August 2024, n=1023)
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3. There was a strong preference for climate
policies that protect future generations.

Only a minority of adults (19%) preferred
Poalicy A, the policy from which their
generation would benefit most. Alarge
majority (65%) preferred Policy B or Policy C
from which their generation would benefit
least.

This preference for future-facing policies was
particularly marked among parents. Over a
third of parents opted for the life-saving
climate policy (Policy C) from which their
generation derived no benefit. Under this
policy scenario, all the lives saved would be in
their children’s and grandchildren’s
generation.

Page 2


https://www.ph-pru.online/projects/completed-projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-health-and-climate-change.html

Policy Brief

Public Health
\ . October 2024 PH-PRU-1217-20901
N I H R Policy Research Unit clobel

Click here for project website

Public messaging on climate change: the potential for a focus on children

Study limitations

» Ourfindings 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 Book [5], people’s stated preferences are often the only source of guidance for
policy making.

» Our project did not include a qualitative study in which participants could express their views in their
own words. Aware of this gap, we undertook a scoping review of qualitative studies of parental
perspectives on climate change. However, we found an absence of qualitative evidence relating to
the general population. Most studies recruited participants actively engaged in climate change
issues and living in advantaged circumstances.

» Oursurveys focused on adults aged 218 years. As noted above, concems about the impact of
climate change on children and young people (CYP) were expressed by survey participants,
particularly by parents. However, CYP were not included in the surveys.

.
Implications and recommendations

Public engagement in climate change and public support for climate action are essential if the
government is to achieve its climate change goals and their associated health benefits.

Study implications

1. Afocus on health —with or without a focus on children —is unlikely to be the most effective
way of engaging the public in climate change and building public support for climate action.

Neither health nor child health ranked as highly as other concerns people have about climate change.
They were also not among the issues that people identified as priorities for action. The picture was
similar for a focus on children; other concerns and priorities took precedence.

2. There is untapped potential for harnessing parents’ concems about climate change and
their strong preferences for policies that benefit children and future generations.

Younger generations will be hardest hit by climate change. Without a direct voice in the electoral and
governance systems that influence health and climate policies, they rely on their parents to represent
their interests. Parents represent a large constituency: most adults become parents, and non-parents
are typically younger adults, the majority of whom are likely to become parents as they move through
adulthood. In our 2023 and 2024 surveys, 55% were parents - and 28% of parents had grandchildren.

Study recommendations

We recommend that parental perspectives are systematically researched and integrated into
the evidence base of health and climate policies. Our study suggests that parents are leading the
way in public support for policies that tackle climate change and protect the wellbeing of today’s and
tomorrow’s children.
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For further information about the project and associated outputs

See the project’s Final Report and project website: https://www.ph-pru.online/projects/completed-
projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-health-and-climate-change.html|
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Appendix: question on intergenerational time preferences

Surveys 2 and 3 included a question on inter-generational time preferences; the question is based on earlier studies [4]:

Thinking still about climate plans, the government is considering three plans that will save many lives in the UK, but the
amount of lives may differ across generations. Each plan would start next year, would be in place for 30 years, and cost
the same amount - but only one can be afforded.

POLICY A would save: POLICY C would save:

« 3 million lives in your generation * 1 million lives in your generation

« 2 million lives in your children's generation » 2 million lives in your children's generation

* 1 million lives in your grandchildren’s generation » 3 million lives in your grandchildren's generation

POLICY B would save:

. . . Which, if any, of the above would you prefer?
+ 0 lives in your generation

« 3 million lives in your children's generation - Pol!cyA
« 3 million lives in your grandchildren's generation o [FENE7E
o Policy C
o I'm notinterested in any of these



https://www.ph-pru.online/projects/completed-projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-health-and-climate-change.html
https://www.ph-pru.online/projects/completed-projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-health-and-climate-change.html
https://www.ph-pru.online/projects/completed-projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-health-and-climate-change.html
https://www.ph-pru.online/projects/completed-projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-health-and-climate-change.html
https://www.york.ac.uk/healthsciences/research/public-health/projects/public-health-messaging-health-climate-change/community-groups/
https://www.york.ac.uk/healthsciences/research/public-health/projects/public-health-messaging-health-climate-change/community-groups/
https://www.ph-pru.online/projects/completed-projects/informing-public-health-messaging-on-health-and-climate-change.html

	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4

