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Introduction
Americans are increasingly concerned about climate change, particularly young adults,
BIPOC communities, and liberal leaning voters.1-4 This post-COVID “research roundup” of
Americans’ beliefs, eco-friendly behaviors, and perceived climate change solutions
updates a topic with fast-changing perceptions. We also examine the psychology behind
Americans’ climate change perceptions and behaviors with a focus on how companies and
non-profit organizations might leverage this information to not only enhance their mission
and brand, but to enable Americans to fulfill their vision for a healthier planet. This paper is
informed by more than 30 publicly available research reports.

That climate change is on the collective mind and nerves is not disputed…beyond activists,
government and the news media, pop culture now reflects concern around the issue. The
2021 Netflix movie “Don’t Look Up,” featuring A-listers Meryl Streep, Leonardo DiCaprio
and Jennifer Lawrence, musical comedian Bo Burnham’s “That Funny Feeling” with more
than 6.2 million YouTube views from his 2020 pandemic show, “Inside” and 2019 off-
Broadway play ”Hooked on Happiness,” have attempted to tackle the topic. Reflecting
care and desire for change, these examples represent a growing form of “info-tainment”
designed to break through to those who aren’t paying attention.

But how can NGO’s, industry and government rally the public towards active personal and
collective behaviors? How can society overcome the paralysis caused by infowhelm and
denial? As with most complex challenges, one size does not fit all. We will present a
simplified continuum of concern for climate change and hypothesize how brands can show
support while appealing to consumers across the continuum. We’ll discuss how brands
can rally the public to action, both personal and collective, regardless of level of concern
or political ideology.

Climate Change Concern is Increasing in the US

Recent studies suggest that approximately 6 in 10 Americans are concerned about climate
change.1,5-6 This is a significant increase from the 44% of Americans who were concerned
about climate change in 2009. And, corroborating this trend, in Yale University’s
segmentation of climate attitudes where “Six Americas” were identified and ranked by their
level of concern, the most highly-concerned segment (Alarmed) has increased in
proportion from 18% in 2017 to 33% in 2021.5 See Figure 1.

In addition, 59% of Americans think the pace of climate change is accelerating.6 Over 60%
of Americans report that their local community is impacted by climate change; climate
impacts include severe weather (70%), harm to animal wildlife and their habitats (69%),
damage to forests and plant life (67%), more frequent wildfires (56%), and rising sea
levels that erode beaches and shorelines (56%)7 There are, however, variations in climate
change attitudes by age, race and ideology. These variations are described in the
following sections.

Younger generations feel more responsible to be the change/take action
Studies show that younger generations (i.e., Gen Z and Millennials) are particularly
concerned about climate change2,6 and feel personally responsible to stop climate change
from getting worse.8 Over half of 15-39 year-olds worry about climate change regularly
with 39% worrying about it every week. One–fifth of adults 20-39 worry about climate
change daily.9 When comparing perceptions across generations, 37% of Gen Z’ers and
33% of Millennials say addressing climate change is a top personal concern for them
while only 27% of Gen Xers and 29% of Boomers say the same.10
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Studies consistently find greater concern for climate change among Democrats and
liberal-leaning voters compared to Republicans and conservative leaning voters.1,6,11 The
majority of Republicans do not see a strong link between human activity and climate
change and express skepticism about climate change scientists; the opposite is true of
Democrats.11 However, within the Republican party, younger Republicans are more
concerned about climate change looking more similar to their liberal counterparts.11 A
recent survey conducted by Pew Research Center showed that most Gen Z (57%) and
Millennial (59%) Republicans say large businesses and corporations are doing too little to
help reduce the effects of climate change versus 50% of Gen X and 43% of Baby Boomer
Republicans.11 As such, age is a better predictor than political leanings with regards to
climate attitudes.

Eco-anxiety. Recent attention has been drawn to anxiety related to the climate crisis and
threat of environmental disaster. Symptoms of climate anxiety include panic attacks,
insomnia, and obsessive thinking, irritability, sadness, depression, helplessness,
hopelessness, guilt, frustration or anger, and feeling scared or uncertain.3,12 Research
studies and national polls indicate that climate anxiety is particularly prevalent among
youth and young adults12,13 indigenous peoples,12 and those who care most about
environmental issues.12,13

Climate content on social channels adds to the already distressing nature of the medium,
particularly younger generations who report a range of intense emotions about what they
see. A recent poll by Pew Research showed that among social media users, the majority
of Gen Z (69%) and Millennial (59%) social media users felt anxious about the future the
most recent time they saw climate change content online. Fewer than half of Gen X (46%)
and Baby Boomer (41%) social media users reported the same.2 Two-thirds of adults
engaged with climate content on social media (67%) say it made them feel angry about
insufficient action to address climate change.10 Almost half of Gen Z (49%) and Millennial
(45%) social media users felt angry that not enough is being done to address climate
change the last time they saw climate change content online.6 No brand wants to make
Millennials and Generation Z angry!

Yet, research suggests that eco-anger is associated with engagement in collective, pro-
climate behaviors whereas eco-anxiety is associated with lower engagement and
paralysis.14 Perhaps, then, evoking anger isn’t a bad thing; however, it should be
accompanied by solutions and ways to make a change.

Race/ethnicity differences demonstrate the importance of lived experience to 
the issue and that focus on climate justice is crucial 

Studies indicate that concern about climate change is greater within BIPOC (Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color) communities than non-Hispanic white communities.
Among US Hispanics, 81% say addressing global climate change is either a top concern
or one of several important concerns to them personally; this is compared to 67% of non-
Hispanics.15 Environmental inequities occur in BIPOC versus white communities. For
example, when compared to White adults, Black and Hispanic adults are more likely to
say that their community has big problems with garbage, waste, and landfills, air and
water pollution, drinking water safety, and a lack of green space and parks.16 Greater
concern among BIPOC communities could be due to lived experiences.

With regards to race/ethnicity, the majority of Black (68%) and Hispanic adults (55%),
regardless of income level, say helping lower-income areas is a very important
consideration to them in climate change proposals. A smaller proportion of White adults
(38%) feel the same.2 These findings highlight the importance of tying climate change
impacts to personal, local experiences. Creating compassion for people’s suffering in
those conditions can motivate all audiences who care about social justice.17

3Dreyfus Advisors: Motivating Action for the Planet and Overcoming “Infowhelm” April 2022



Concern about climate change cannot be characterized as an “all or nothing” proposition
as the Yale study shows. Rather, we must better understand levels of concern and
importantly, the variety of emotions evoked, which in turn will either motivate action, create
apathy, or present other barriers to engagement. The remainder of this paper will address
what consumers believe should be done and how to motivate them to action.

For purposes of this paper, we simplify the continuum for Brands’ marketing and
messaging purposes in a synthesis of 30 sources of research, as follows in Figure 2.

Beyond polarity: Yale’s segmentation identified 6 levels of concern

Researchers from Yale’s Climate Communication Program5 have segmented Americans
based on their level of concerns about, and engagement with, addressing climate change.
The categories include those in Figure 1.

Global Warming’s Six Americas: Five Year Trend

High concern: 
Anger/Disgust

Low concern: 
Denial/Aversion

Apathy: 
Fear/Anxiety
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Climate Change Solutions – Getting Personal

Several studies have examined Americans’ beliefs about acceptable and feasible
solutions to slow or mitigate climate change.

2

Solutions include changes in personal behavior

With regards to willingness to change personal behavior, three-quarters of Americans are 
willing to make a lot or some changes in their lifestyles to deal with climate change.18

Again results show younger Americans are more likely than older Americans to express 
concern about their personal impact on climate change.19

Younger persons most often express intentions to shop more consciously

One-third of Americans say they have rewarded companies that are taking steps to reduce 
global warming by buying their products and 43% say that they intend to reward these 
companies in the next 12 months. Conversely, 28% of Americans say they have punished 
companies that are opposing steps to reduce global warming by not buying the products.20

Among Gen Z and Millennials, 73% report doing whatever they can to live sustainably on 
a daily basis. In fact, 37% have changed the products they buy, 27% have changed the 
way they shop, and 26% have changed the amount of products they buy.9

Companies must contribute to the solutions vs make things worse

Americans also express expectations that brands/organizations have a responsibility to 
contribute to climate change mitigation with half of Americans saying that companies 
should be doing “more” or “much more” to address global warming.20 Examples of 
expected actions by companies include: not advertising their products and services on 
television networks that spread misinformation about climate change (75%), purchasing 
100% clean, renewable energy to power their operations (70%) and not contributing to the 
campaigns of candidates who oppose action to reduce global warming (65%).20 The 
majority of Americans (65% or more) say fossil fuel companies (70%), airlines (69%), auto 
companies (68%), and trucking companies (67%) should be doing more to address 
climate change.20

Younger generations express this sentiment more often than older generations. In fact, 
Gen Z and Millennials report climate change as one of the top social causes with which 
they would like to see brands involved.9 The majority of Gen Z and Millennial consumers 
agree with the statement “Corporations (e.g., companies, brands) should take more 
responsibility for fighting climate change.” Younger consumers expect eco-friendly 
products, packaging, practices, and reusable products from brands.21 Brands should take 
note of the top eco-shopping behaviors of youth market in Figure 3.
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Source: Y-Pulse survey data, Jan. 2021 among 13-39 year olds22

Engagement in Environmental Action – Room for Improvement

Over half (56%) of Americans report talking about climate change “at least sometimes.”
A smaller proportion have donated money to an organization focused on addressing
climate change (16%), contacted an elected official to urge them to act on climate change
(10%), volunteered for an activity that was focused on addressing climate change (10%),
or attended a protest or rally about to show support for addressing climate change (6%) in
the past year.9 Gen Z and Millennials are more likely than Gen X and Baby Boomers to
take at least one of these actions.9 How can we encourage more people to act?

3

With a slant towards doomsday predictions, it’s no wonder that engagement 
with climate content is limited among social media users

When surveyed, 21% of social media users say they follow an account that focuses on
addressing climate change, 21% have liked or commented on a post about addressing
climate change, and 12% have shared a climate change post with others (net 31% have
engaged with any of those three).2 Here’s where emotions count. People who feel
overloaded with doomsday information might feel hopeless and turn away. Brands and
NGOs that use a positive tone, providing inspiration, imagination/solutions and desire for a
future worth the effort will likely attract more social media followers.

Changing Climate Change Perceptions -- Motivating Action

Positive images of climate change capture attention and motivate action
4

Findings from a number of research studies show that positive images of climate change
solutions (e.g., solar panels) are perceived more favorably23,24 and are more attention
grabbing25 than negative images of climate change causes or effects (e.g., hurricane
damage, smokestack). These findings might be explained by behavioral theory26 which
indicates that people sometimes avoid fear-based communication and messages if they
feel there is no feasible solution to the perceived threat or feel unable to take personal
action to reduce the perceived threat. As such positive images of climate change solutions
are more likely to capture attention and motivate engagement/action and overcome denial
and avoidance.
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The right messengers can motivate climate change action

Americans feel more interested in addressing climate change when calls for climate
change action come from younger adults (42%) or people like them (39%).10 Half of
Hispanic Americans have also reported being more interested in addressing climate
change when urged by younger adults.15 On the other hand, Americans report that their
views about climate change are not influenced by religious leaders or political leaders in
either party.6

Social influence from family and friends can impact climate change
beliefs and attitudes

Social consensus, or level of agreement in one’s social group about an issue, can have a
significant impact on climate change beliefs, attitudes, and policy preferences for people
across the spectrum of political ideologies, but especially among conservatives.27 For
example, researchers in North Carolina found that parents’ concerns about climate
change increased when their children communicated climate change education they had
learned at school. This effect was particularly strong among conservative parents who had
the lowest levels of climate change concern before the intervention.28

The impact of social influence can partially be explained by Social Identity Theory which
states that people derive portions of their self-concept through interactions with the social
groups they belong to.29 In a recent survey, only 26% of US adults reported that a friend or
family member had encouraged them to get more involved in efforts to address climate
change.10 Similarly, a report with Hispanic adults showed that only one-third had been
encouraged by a family member of friend to take action to address climate change.15

Brands and NGOs can motivate action by providing and promoting opportunities for peer
group activities to strengthen consumer identity in caring for the earth.

Linking climate change to core values can influence climate perceptions

A study by Goldberg and colleagues30 found that an advertising campaign using
conservative spokespersons and linking climate change to conservative values (e.g., faith,
national security) increased Republicans’ understanding of the existence, causes and
harms of climate change. Further, a study by Sparkman and colleagues demonstrated that
reflecting on how one’s eco-behaviors are linked to core values can improve people’s
support for climate change policies.31 This is important as mitigating climate change will
require both individual and policy-level action. To advance a unifying goal to care for the
earth, brands should consider appealing to common values like being stewards or
guardians of the earth in messages to gain support for earth-friendly initiatives or at least
segment their messaging with a values-based sensibility.
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Implications for Companies and Non-Profit Organizations

The variety of ways below may be helpful in efforts to activate consumers across the
spectrum of concern. We also list marketplace examples of non-profit organizations and
companies who illustrate each idea.

5

Positive in Tone: Provide inspiration, appreciation and imagination for a
future worth the effort
• The Nature Conservancy: appreciation for nature’s abundance and beauty

shows what’s at stake (vs. devastation or effects of inaction)
• Patagonia: Stories of enjoying outdoors and life experiences (with activism)

Make it Easy: Identify feasible, small changes people can make to overcome
avoidance and guilt
• Audubon: Seven easy steps to take to help birds (and alleviate anxiety)
• Sephora: Clean beauty – choose cosmetic brands to help the planet

Relevance: Local makes it personal and more likely to breakthrough
• EDF: Illustration of migration path of the monarch butterflies across the USA
• Grove: Subscription purchase of sustainable household products shipped to your home

Right Messenger: People will believe messages from someone they trust
(e.g., family members such as children, friends, celebrities)
• Audubon: Seven steps to help birds in your own backyard (outdoor enthusiasts)
• Tesla: Fuels economy/jobs, offers solar panels to take control of your electricity

bills (conservative CEO)

Values-based: Link climate change to values and gain bi-partisan support
through shared values (e.g., Economy, moral responsibility, beauty)
• Trust for Public Land: Show wins for alleviating inner city heat through parks,

evoke compassion for people suffering from inequities
• TOMs: for every purchase, a pair for a child in need

Offer community volunteerism: Provide identity-building opportunities that
offer recreation and social gathering while making a difference.
• NRDC: Organizes Earth Day rallies in many US cities

8
Note: Appendix with examples is available upon request to research@dreyfusadvisorsllc.com
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1 For purposes of this paper, Climate change is “a long-term change in the average weather patterns that have come to define
Earth's local, regional and global climates.”32 Changes are driven by human activity (e.g., burning fossil fuels) and are observed
through a number of indicators, such as ice lost at Earth’s poles, rising sea levels, increases in frequency and severity of
extreme weather, bio-diversity loss and more.

About Dreyfus Advisors
Dreyfus Advisors is an independent marketing strategy agency providing consulting expertise,
including strategic oversight, to guide clients’ marketing plans and business decisions with fact-
based consumer insights. Founded in 2013 Dreyfus Advisors serves as a trusted business partner to
executive teams across Marketing Communications, Sales channels, Customer Experience, Product
Management and Operations.
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