
9
Communicating systemic
measures to fight climate
change

15 June 2023

Finally, some 
hope ...
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Uffe Elbæk

2011, 2015, 2019 elections: Member 
of Folketinget (Danish parliament)

2011-2013: Minister of Culture in 
Denmark

2013: Founded political party the Alternative, with 
climate-change mitigation as primary focus 

2021: Participates in a radio show about how to fight 
climate change through investments and realizes that 
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HE DOESN’T HAVE A CLUE WHERE HIS 

PENSION FUNDS ARE INVESTED ...



Symptomatic

It is symptomatic that an experienced politician and 
founder of a green party for so many years can remain 
completely ignorant of the opportunity that pension 
funds offer for fighting climate change

It is symptomatic that he is also seemingly unaware of 
the relatively limited contribution that lifestyle changes 
can make to emission reductions
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Blindness to systemic nature of the problem

Even if we as individuals do all the things we know we 
ought to do, on a society level we would still not achieve 
even a 50% reduction in emissions
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NOT PITTING SYSTEMIC VS. LIFESTYLE
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Respondents rated individual actions 
to have low effect

Four out of ten Americans don’t 
think individual actions matter 

Leiserowitz team



A tragedy of the commons problem

CO2 emissions are all mixed together in the atmosphere, 
so your action is diluted or canceled if your neighbor 
doesn’t act also, and we all see a lot of neighbors who 
continue not to act 

Even if you act, that action by itself doesn’t really lower 
your personal risk of suffering from the consequences of 
climate change

In contrast to Covid, where social distancing gave 
immediate benefits not only on a societal level, but also 
rewarded you personally with a much lower risk of 
infection. 
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The result ...
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ELECTRIFICATION 

+ 

SHIFT TO RENEWABLE ENERGY

=

RENEWABLE ENERGY TRANSITION

Solution 



Very, very good news
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International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA)



Individual actions to accelerate the renewable 
energy transition

Buy 100% green power/electricity
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Greening your pensions

Talking to family, friends, 
and colleagues



Pilot testing showed that people might not 
be aware of

To summarize:

Relative importance of the renewable energy transition

Dramatic cost reduction of renewable energy

Individual actions they can do to promote the 
transition
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Will a systemic message make us want to 
take action?
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Allen Beilschmidt sr.



Online survey

Recruitment through SoMe channels of Natural History 
Museum of Denmark, mainly facebook

353 respondents (typical museum-visitor demographic)

Randomly assigned to one of four messages

Probed emotions and behavioral intentions:

Lifestyle actions: Eat 50% less meat, fly 50% less

Systemic actions: Switch to green power, contact pension fund 
manager to exit oil, coal, and gas investments

15 June 2023 17



Four messages

Control (fish ear)
Neutral (history of CO2/climate research)
Lifestyle (the well-known lifestyle changes)
Systemic (importance of RE, cost drop of RE, 
individual actions to accelerate RE)

~250 words and 4-6 illustrations
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PLEASE DON’T POST ON SOCIAL MEDIA
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Emotions
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Neutral Lifestyle Systemic Control

From Astrup, Massey, Li & Popova (submitted)



Mediation analysis
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From Astrup, Massey, Li & Popova (submitted)



Conclusions

Clear impact on emotions

Communicating the science of climate change isn’t 
perceived as neutral – visitors are left with strong 
negative emotions

Advocating only lifestyle changes is likely to have the 
opposite effect (also found by others)

Systemic message gave hope, which mediated systemic 
AND lifestyle action.
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Recommendations

Point to actions. Convincing actions. And solutions.

Include all three aspects of our systemic message (RE 
importance, price drop, available actions)

Advocate both systemic and lifestyle actions, but test!

Prioritize systemic if space is limited (but try to fit in that 
lifestyle actions are a valuable contribution)

Action-pointing messages should always be tested for 
their effect – you may achieve the opposite of what you 
intend!
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And Uffe Elbæk? 
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He got in touch with his 
bank 

Asked them tough questions 
about how sustainable their sustainable investment 
options actually were

Led to introspection within the bank and revision of 
products 

Now his pension funds are invested sustainably

Thank you
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EXTRA SLIDES FOR DISCUSSION
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Mediation
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Message

Message

Hope/worry

Behavioral
Intentions

Behavioral
Intentions



We couldn’t fit in

… that RE transition will make us all richer and healthier. 
It will be the investment of a lifetime for the world. 
Marc Jakobsen: Pay back time of only 5-6 years. 
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low high

Perceived threat
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Protection motivation psychology – Extended 
Parallel Processes Model (EPPM)
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Lifestyle actions are more than a band-aid
– they are like bandaging.

But when treat a gaping wound, you first 
have to stop the bleeding, and then 
bandaging is a valuable part of the cure
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