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Edinburgh Talks Climate

Introduction

In 2019, Edinburgh made a big commitment – the city 
would reach net-zero emissions by 2030. Since then, this 
goal, or one similar to it, has been adopted by other cities, 
regions and nations.

As Scotland's capital and economic centre, Edinburgh has 
a responsibility to lead through example and demonstrate 
what can be done to address key issues of climate change 
and poverty.

In November of 2019, the City of Edinburgh Council, with 
the financial support of the EIT funded Climate-KIC 
programme, began a conversation with Edinburgh’s 
citizens and other stakeholders about climate change.

What did they know? What did they expect to happen? 
And what were they willing to give up? This report 
summarises the first year of that conversation.

It also acknowledges there has been a conversation about 
climate change happening in Edinburgh for some time and 
that many have correctly viewed the future of the city and 
future of the planet as inseparable.

In addition to the work conducted by the Council 
specifically on climate change, this report references a 
number of important projects with clear links to climate 
and social justice, in particular:

• The 2050 Edinburgh City Vision

• The Edinburgh Poverty Commission

• Scottish Government’s Climate Conversation

Climate change is real and is happening at a rapid pace 
because of human activity – there should be no 
compromise between fact and fiction. 

However by understanding the views and experiences of 
diverse groups of Edinburgh’s people, necessary change 
can also help to deliver a fair, sustainable and better 
society for everyone.
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Executive summary

Edinburgh residents believe climate change is real and is 
happening at a rapid pace as a result of human activity. 
They also believe that individual action can help address 
this and that collective action, led by government, is 
essential to make structural changes to society.

While most know about some actions they could take, a 
significant minority do not. Awareness is lower amongst 
older, lower income and lower education residents. These 
are the people with the most potential to be impacted by 
climate change and to be affected by mitigating actions. 
Awareness, consent and cooperation of these groups are 
both important and challenging to obtain.

There is significant untapped potential in Edinburgh for 
better use of green space including shared gardens, 
community growing, and rewilding of some areas of public 
parks. 

There remains a challenge of organising small-scale 
activity to obtain consent and responsibility, then to help 
such groups to access the right skills, tools and, where 
necessary, funding.

Industry and government should feel empowered to take 
rapid action. It seems likely residents will welcome some 
choices being made for them – especially long-standing 
issues such as over-packaging and pedestrianisation.

As a mostly-flatted city with a historic centre and outlying 
conservation areas, Edinburgh limits individual potential to 
insulate and install microgeneration. Arguably heritage 
authorities including the Council have been much better at 
dissuading bad behaviours than informing and 
empowering good behaviour.

There is significant desire to view the scale of change 
necessary as an opportunity to create a new society which 
is fundamentally more economically and socially fair to 
communities and individuals. Young people are especially 
ambitious for climate change to be solved in tandem with 
poverty and wellbeing issues.

Overall, the views we have heard in the last year 
emphasise that how the Council and its partners continue 
to communicate with, engage and empower residents will 
determine our success in meeting our challenges.
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Summary: What do people know?

Almost everyone knows:

• Plane and car travel is bad for the 
environment

• Convenience food is less healthy 
than home-made food

• Terms including organic and 
locally sourced / farmed

Most people don’t know:

• What government is doing about 
climate change

• How to evaluate choices in 
relation to climate impact

• Recycled goods (especially 
plastics) are generally less useful 
and valuable each cycle

• How to start a garden or grow 
their own food

People are uncertain about:

• Whether choices such as going 
vegan or vegetarian make a 
difference

• Whether trains and buses are 
better than cars

• The benefits of food waste 
recycling

• The scale of climate change 
impacts on life in Scotland in 
the long-term

Most people know:

• Rapid climate change is real and 
is caused by human activity

• Terms including carbon footprint
and food mile

• Something they could do today to 
make a positive difference for 
themselves and the environment

Almost nobody knows:

• Their personal carbon footprint

• There is a carbon impact of 
internet use, email, text and calls
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Summary: Action opportunities in Edinburgh

The following highlights where issues and opportunities 
may exist in Edinburgh:

• Edinburgh needs better financial solutions to enable 
home-owners and landlords to insulate and install 
renewable energy solutions in more homes.

• Conservation is currently felt to restrict energy efficient 
options or result in unrealistically high costs, thus 
preventing many from taking action.

• There is significant potential for reuse, swap and share 
facilities in Edinburgh, especially where those facilities 
also help enhance skills and increase social contact. 
Models of this already exist, including the Remakery, 
SHRUB Coop and the Edinburgh Tool Library.

• Edinburgh residents would like to make better use of 
their communal garden space, but need help to obtain 
consent and learn basic skills. This could potentially 
strengthen recruitment to friends of parks groups.

• Community gardening and similar local growing 
initiatives may help to address food supply problems 
and provide additional support to those experiencing 
food poverty. Linking these to cooking classes or 
community cooking may help address a skills gap.

• Trust in industry is low and understanding of what 
industry should be doing is also low. Businesses in 
Edinburgh can build trust with their customers by 
educating them on what can and is being done by them 
in taking on appropriate levels of responsibility.
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Summary: Recommendations for communication and engagement

The following recommendations should inform how the 
Council engages and communicates with residents about 
climate change and related issues:

• Edinburgh residents are overall, but not universally, 
well-informed of responsible personal behaviours and 
actions. Communication and engagement still needs to 
educate as well as persuade.

• Identify ways to package sustainable actions at points 
where people are already making active choices, rather 
than following their normal routine. Examples of this in 
the market already include offering green energy tariffs 
during provider switching and carbon offsetting offered 
when purchasing travel tickets.

• For most Edinburgh residents, “common sense” is a 
better argument than “saving the planet”.

• Acknowledge that change is difficult and complex. 
Recognise that change takes effort and that people may 
have failed to change in the past, and they may be 
succeeding in some areas and failing in others.

• Wherever possible, communication should focus on 
personally observable factors and things with direct 
impact on the individual – such as cost to them or 
impact on their health and wellbeing. Carbon impacts 
are not comprehensible and do not inform decisions.

• Make changes for the future seem immediate. Concern 
for future generations is even higher than concern for 
the present. Drawing a line between current individual 
behaviour and future collective outcome may influence 
parents and grandparents where other messages fail.

• Adopt positive messaging that emphasises individual 
control and positive outcomes for the individual rather 
than shaming any negative behaviours.

• Consider sometimes acting as the devil’s advocate to 
prompt individuals to consider points in favour of 
change, instead of resisting change messages.
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Concern about climate change

Over the past decade a consensus has emerged about 
climate change. Climate change is real, it is being caused 
by human activity, and it poses a real threat to us now, 
not just in the future.

One of the main ways residents perceive an area’s carbon 
credentials is through air quality. India and China are 
perceived to be major polluters because their air is visibly 
unclean. Links between unclean air and human health are 
well-known and poor air quality in some parts of 
Edinburgh is the main local environmental concern.

While Edinburgh residents' expectations of extreme 
weather and rising sea levels are very low, there is 
heightened recognition of how these events elsewhere will 
disrupt food supplies and cause large scale migration.

The impact of habitat destruction on animal species has 
been in public consciousness for a long time, but only 
recently has the impact on human beings become clear. 
Rolling news coverage of extensive wildfires in Australia 
and America have compounded seasonal images of 
hurricane survivors in the American south.
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84% of Scots are concerned or very concerned        
about the effects of climate change

Concern about climate change is strongly linked to age 
and education. Younger people and those with higher 

educational attainment are more likely to regard 
climate change as happening now and something that 

will affect them personally

47% of Edinburgh Council tenants are concerned about 
the effects of climate change on them personally

Only 7% of Scots believe climate change will affect 
people living in other countries, but will not affect 

people living in Scotland



Views of children and young people
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In Scotland, the proportion of people aged 16-24 who are 
very concerned about climate change has more than 
doubled since this was first measured in 2013, and 96% 
now describe themselves as some degree of concerned.

Attitudes amongst older children are, obviously, far more 
sophisticated than those of younger children, who are 
principally concerned with visible effects like ocean plastic.

However, young people are far less invested in trying to 
save society as it is today, represented by two factors:

Systemic change – sustainable individual choice is 
necessary, but insufficient. Action by government has the 
potential for the largest impact, e.g. decarbonising the 
energy grid and transport network, and using structural 
change to deliver more equitable outcomes for society.

Corporate responsibility – perverse profit motives drive 
environmental destruction; young people want companies 
to be held responsible for their actions in the long-term. 
This is not entirely anti-capitalist, but jobs and profits are 
seen as secondary to a liveable planet.
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Personal action

Edinburgh residents believe that tackling climate change is 
everybody’s responsibility. However this does not always 
mean individuals recognise they need to change any of 
their personal behaviours.

Travel (especially foreign travel), food, home energy and 
consumption are the main areas where residents perceive 
they have choices. They are annoyed by waste but choices 
are more informed by cost, time and social pressure.

Complexity is a major problem that prevents effective 
action. Individuals do not understand relative impacts of 
their decisions in relation to carbon (or any other metric) 
and cannot carbon budget. Education on sustainable 
behaviour is still necessary, but should be on behaviours 
rather than the science or measurement of emissions.

As a result of complexity, many would prefer government 
to step in and mandate solutions rather than relying on 
individual action. But this also confirms opportunities exist 
to package actions such as carbon-offsetting, and perhaps 
more complex issues, into already existing decision-
making processes like energy tariff switching.
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59% of Scots believe their everyday actions contribute 
to climate change, but 23% do not

61% of Edinburgh Council tenants believe their actions 
can help tackle climate change, 21% don’t know 

Fewer than one in five Scots agree with the statement 
“It’s not worth me doing things to help the 
environment if others don’t do the same”

Edinburgh residents experiencing multiple deprivation 
are not necessarily less interested or affected by 
stories of climate change impacts, but can find it 

“overwhelming to deal with so much suffering all at 
once”



Action by industry
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Trust in industry to adapt is low, with fewer than one in 
five UK residents believing fossil fuel companies will 
change their business models.

The role of energy companies in misrepresenting climate 
change and obstructing early action is likened to the 
actions of big tobacco in covering-up cancer links – as a 
result more than four in five UK residents believe industry 
should be held financially responsible for action to combat 
climate change now.

But ensuring industry does change is vital. As one 
Edinburgh resident said – “It will be hard to convince an 
individual to recycle more when corporations are such 
massive polluters that an individual's carbon footprint is 
irrelevant in comparison”.

Most Edinburgh residents (perhaps as many as 96%, 
according the Edinburgh Talks Climate Survey) believe 
companies should take responsibility for managing their 
own carbon footprint.
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Action by government

Residents believe government has to both lead and 
directly support transition activity. For individuals that 
means communication, education, advice and politicians 
modelling behaviour. This has to come alongside targeted 
financial support to insulate, introduce micro-generation, 
and support third-sector organisations in communities 
whose primary goal is to facilitate reuse, repair and 
upcycling.

For industry residents recognise the need for greater 
financial support in agriculture and transport. But the 
biggest duty on government in the public’s view is to 
ensure the rapid growth of renewable energy sources.

Edinburgh residents would support some restrictive or 
punitive policies from local and central government – e.g. 
workplace parking charges, congestion charges for 
polluting vehicles and more pedestrianisation than at 
present, providing public transport could adequately 
substitute for private vehicles.

Further measures could also be acceptable if government 
could demonstrate clear local, rather than global, benefits.
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Edinburgh residents think Scottish Government’s 2045 
carbon target is seen as not ambitious enough and too 

distant to create urgency

62% of UK residents feel the government isn’t doing 
enough to prepare and adapt to climate impacts – only 

4% think government is doing too much

58% of UK residents want a green recovery from the 
pandemic, but 46% want to see an economic recovery 

even if it harms the environment

Edinburgh residents believe politicians have to lead on 
personal and industry changes as well as across the 

public sector. 



Shopping
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All of our feedback about shopping relates to surveys and 
focus groups which took place before Scotland’s 
coronavirus lockdown, therefore these results may not be 
fair reflections of resident views under lockdown 
conditions.

Almost a third of Edinburgh households might be willing to 
switch away from home delivery of packages to using local 
collection points. In households where no-one is home 
during the day, deliveries are frequently missed. This 
change could potentially reduce emissions from delivery 
vehicles.

Packaging is a significant concern to people of all ages, 
with overpackaging and non-recyclable packaging being 
the main issues. A majority of Edinburgh residents would 
like things they buy to be less packaged, but do not feel 
they have agency to affect this. Instead they want to see 
major retailers take the lead.

Buying dry items (e.g. pasta or flour) using containers 
brought from home is viewed positively, though most 
residents have not yet tried this way of shopping.
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Recycling

Recycling is the main duty Edinburgh residents feel in 
relation to sustainability. There are reasonable instructions 
on what, where and how to recycle, residents observe that 
their neighbours and friends do it, and there is significant 
social stigma attached to not recycling.

When a resident recycles they can immediately see the 
relative impact of their decisions. They notice the types of 
packaging they struggle to recycle and they experience 
frustration with over-packaged items and those with non-
recyclable packaging – mostly because of the 
inconvenience this will cause them later.

In this way recycling of non-food waste includes a built in 
“carrot and stick” without any significant ongoing prompts 
from government.

Food waste recycling is still regarded by most as 
unpleasant because of smells, leaks and spills. As a result 
fewer Edinburgh households recycle food waste than other 
waste types.
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More than 80% of households in Scotland recycle   
glass, metal cans and plastic bottles

For the last two years, Scotland has recycled more 
waste than it sent to landfill

The proportion of Edinburgh residents who recycle  
may be as high as 94%

Stigma over buying second-hand items or clothes      
has been almost eliminated in Edinburgh

However recycling or donating are far more common 
than repairing or upcycling, for all items but especially 

for clothes



Attitudes to second-hand clothes
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Opinions about second-hand clothes have changed 
significantly over time, with there now being a large and 
growing market targeting quality and value.

Edinburgh residents, having personal experience of fast 
fashion, are sceptical. They understand that low-price 
items often “get ruined after one wash” and “look rubbish 
the second time” they are worn.

By contrast, second-hand items are those which have 
already survived multiple washes and wears. They are 
sturdier. And for some they represent an opportunity to 
acquire a better quality at a price they could not – or 
would not – have paid for the item when new.

The success of eBay and growth in appreciation of vintage 
fashion have fuelled growth in interest for different 
approaches to making second-hand items available, 
including for-profit vintage shops and free swap events.

Upcycling – turning old items into new creations – appears 
to be relatively niche by comparison, with time and skill 
both limiting individual participation.
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Food

A typical food product is provided with the following 
information:

• Price and weight / volume / number of items

• Where the product is from and who made it

• What standards the product was produced to (e.g. 
organic, free-from, free-range, may contain nuts)

• Nutritional content of the product

• Best before / use by date

During most shopping trips, consumers will tend to 
purchase items they have purchased before. When 
considering new products individuals make value choices 
based on a range of factors – of which the environment is 
only one component.

These choices are also complicated because there is no 
simple way to decide, for example, whether locally 
sourced eggs from caged hens are better or worse than 
organic eggs from a farm in another country.
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More than half of Edinburgh residents would not be 
willing to adopt a vegetarian diet

Most have heard of food miles and understand 
generally what that means, but are more likely to look 
for the UK or Scottish flag, locally sourced, organic, Soil 

Association or similar language when making food 
purchasing decisions

Edinburgh residents are concerned about food supply 
chains in relation to climate change. These concerns 

have likely been worsened by both Brexit and covid-19

It is more difficult for most people to reduce dairy than 
to reduce meat in their diet



Edinburgh Talks Climate

Food choices and food choice problems in Edinburgh

Edinburgh residents were sceptical of the benefits of 
changes to their eating habits. While there was no 
mystery around vegetarian food – many in our focus 
groups recognised the majority of their meals were 
vegetarian – health and cost were more important 
concerns than the environmental impact of their choices.

Residents can more directly interpret the importance of 
fat, sugar and price on them personally than where a 
product comes from or how it was produced.

Residents would choose locally sourced products over 
alternatives of the same price and, driven by a belief in 
the higher quality and better animal welfare and farming 
standards, they would sometimes be willing to pay more.

Arguments which stress the benefits of buying local 
products are easier for consumers to understand and act 
on in their daily lives.

Changes in diet that involved reducing dairy content –
including eggs – were met with significant hostility by 
residents in our focus groups; these items could not be

reasonably substituted by any other product, in their view, 
whereas meat could be substituted easily.

Communications about behaviour change which mention 
reducing any specific food group are likely to be met with 
resistance and will be ignored, at best, by most of their 
target audience.

Residents of Edinburgh are consciously limiting their 
intake of convenience food – both takeaway and cook at 
home – but again, this is driven by cost and health 
concerns. The environmental impact is not a factor most 
people use to inform decisions about this type of food.

Food poverty and its compounding problems (summarised 
on the following page) are likely to result in residents 
making choices which are worse for them and worse for 
the environment – often because no real choice is 
available.

While for most Edinburgh residents a health and cost 
message could be effective in changing behaviour, for 
those in poverty, more than communication is needed.
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Food poverty is not one problem
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There are families in Edinburgh who do not have enough 
to eat because they do not have enough money to buy 
food. But simply giving more food is a short-term and 
partial solution for a long-term problem. Other problems 
may compound this, and may be present even in 
households not experiencing food poverty, such as:

Time poverty – cooking from scratch takes more time

Food deserts – fresh foods may be a bus trip away

Cannot afford to cook – often energy bills are the other 
main cost for households in food poverty; heat and food 
are a direct trade-off

Lack of equipment – many households lack essential 
cooking equipment and they cannot afford to buy it

Lack of skills – an issue affecting many households is 
little or no knowledge of what to cook or how to cook it

Disability – while people may be in poverty because of 
their disability, this can also severely limit food choices for 
physical or dietary reasons
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Energy use at home

Edinburgh residents are strongly persuaded by economic 
arguments in relation to energy use. Large majorities of 
residents already practice sustainable behaviours such as:

• Switching off lights and appliances when not in use

• Using energy-efficient lightbulbs

• Turning heating down to 18-degrees

Residents would be willing to pay more in rent for lower 
energy costs. Edinburgh’s large private let market does 
not currently offer this, suggesting that existing financial 
products and incentives are not tailored to the needs of 
landlords or their tenants.

Concepts such as district heating are relatively new and 
residents would judge those schemes on the difference it 
made to their personal energy bills.

While low flow taps and shower heads are felt to not work 
– “you’d just take longer in the shower” – the economic 
argument of the cost of heating water may be persuasive, 
if residents could see this separately from heating costs.
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A majority of UK households would like to install solar 
panels and energy storage if more help was available

Three quarters of UK households would be interested in 
joining a community energy scheme

Edinburgh residents would generally be less willing to 
install low-flow taps and shower heads 

Energy efficient appliances are seen as the right choice 
by Edinburgh residents – mostly for economic reasons

Edinburgh’s high number of flatted properties, historic 
buildings and conservation areas prevent people 
insulating and installing green energy solutions



Attitudes to renewables
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UK residents are highly supportive of renewable energy, 
with solar energy being the most popular and on-shore 
wind being the least popular. The development of new 
non-renewable sources is controversial, with fracking 
being less popular than nuclear energy.

As renewable tech becomes cheaper and energy prices 
continue to increase, larger numbers of residents are 
interested in microgeneration and storage.

National and Edinburgh surveys show that more than half 
of households would be willing to install microgeneration if 
there was more assistance and fewer barriers. The initial 
set-up cost, the difficulty of running any scheme in a 
shared building, and concerns about building conservation 
all restrict residents from taking action. These are the 
same barriers that prevent installation of home insulation.

In the UK, almost three quarters of households are 
interested in joining community energy schemes. The 
main barriers are the lack of such schemes, awareness, 
and ease of signing-up.



Gardening
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Edinburgh residents are conscious of the local 
environmental impacts of their actions, in part because 
Edinburgh is a very green city with many large parks. In 
gardening, around three quarters of households are keen 
to avoid the use of chemical pesticides and herbicides, 
and to retain trees and hedges.

Edinburgh residents expressed interest in growing plants 
for pollinators, growing their own herbs, and mowing their 
grass with a higher blade to protect insects.

However, much of Edinburgh’s communal garden space is 
barely managed or used, and it is a daunting task to try to 
move a garden away from the long-standing status quo. A 
lack of knowledge and experience is also a barrier to 
change. As one Edinburgh resident put it:

“We have a communal garden shared by many 
households. I don’t know enough about gardening 

to argue for change in the way it is managed”

It’s likely that much of the potential enthusiasm for 
gardening in Edinburgh falls at this first hurdle.



Green space
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Edinburgh’s large parks are highly valued by residents 
who recognise their importance for exercise and for 
mental health as well as their environmental impact –
especially for wildlife.

The archetype of the British park is a tame space, dotted 
with trees, where grass is cut and flowers are segregated. 
For some residents, variation from this looks messy and 
abandoned, but for others the rewilding of large areas of 
parks is desirable. Managing the conflicting expectations 
of different parks users is a challenge for the service.

Alongside the format of formal park spaces is the desire 
for more green space in the city to be actively used as 
community gardening projects. While enthusiasm for 
community gardening in Edinburgh has been growing for 
several years, the rise of food banks and the recent 
pandemic panic buying has made this seem more urgent.

It was felt that parks could do more to actively reduce 
waste through the introduction of drinking fountains that 
would reduce single-use plastics, but parks were generally 
badly served for litter bins and recycling points.
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Travel and transport

Edinburgh residents continue to be in favour of measures 
to incentivise active travel and discourage private car use, 
however some favour more radical options than others.

The least controversial approach is extending bus 
networks to ensure better connectivity, especially for 
outlying and deprived areas, and making travel around-
not-through the city centre possible for more residents.

Extending the number of segregated cycle routes is 
desirable for drivers and cyclists, with the latter also 
asking for better connections between existing cycle 
routes. Road condition was more of an issue for cyclists 
than drivers, with the Council urged to make cyclist safety 
paramount when making road repairs and upgrades.

Extensive pedestrianisation of the city centre was believed 
to reduce pollution, but residents were concerned that 
people with disabilities were more likely to be excluded 
from the city centre altogether as a result. However it was 
acknowledged that current traffic levels are even more of 
a problem for people with disabilities than they are for 
other visitors to the city centre.

Cyclists wanted to see more cycle storage across 
Edinburgh to address a number of issues, including lack of 
space in tenements, fear of vandalism and fear of theft.

Given Scotland’s weather can be intermittently 
discouraging, it was suggested that an effective active 
travel network needed to include cyclist and pedestrian 
shelters along popular routes.

As part of measures to improve active travel, financial 
charges for taking private transport to the city centre 
were supported, however residents were conscious of the 
revenues generated from parking and wanted to know 
how the Council would cope if those dropped off.

Residents do not see wider environmental arguments as 
persuasive in relation to routine travel, but these may be 
more influential with regard to occasional travel. Residents 
are willing to consider travel by train instead plane, and 
by bus instead of car – and even if they don’t make this 
choice, their consideration creates the opportunity to 
introduce elements of carbon pricing and carbon 
offsetting.
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Transitioning to active travel

Most travel is routine and most routine activity is 
automatic and unconsidered. Because of this, residents 
perceive limited choices and believe their current travel is 
the best option for them. This makes changing regular 
travel patterns directly difficult.

Roads and traffic levels in Edinburgh are seen as unsafe 
by current and prospective cyclists. As good quality 
segregated cycle ways expand access to the network, use 
may hit a tipping point.

Bicycle theft is seen as a common crime, which 
discourages people from becoming cyclists and from 
investing in more expensive e-bikes. Significantly reducing 
this type of crime and convincing the public there is low 
risk of theft may increase cycle use.

Residents often transition to active travel for health or 
financial reasons, emphasising how walking saves money 
and improves health and wellbeing will be more 
persuasive than any environmental message about the 
relative impacts of private car travel or using public 
transport.
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85% of MSPs felt the transport industry would need to 
change most to meet national carbon emission targets

A quarter of Edinburgh residents would be willing to 
swap to a hybrid or electric car in the next five years

Having viable options for different transport modes will 
encourage uptake of alternatives

Concern about safety is the most common reason for 
not using active travel. Cyclists in Edinburgh have 
significant concerns about their safety on roads

While fears of covid exposure on public transport have 
encouraged more active travel, they have also 

encouraged more private car use



Barriers to change
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As part of the Edinburgh Talks Climate Survey, 
respondents identified barriers to them implementing 
more sustainable behaviours.

• 56% said their current home made changes impossible 
– this was often due to respondents renting rather than 
owning their home, or it being a flat

• 46% felt changes would cost more

• 21% thought changes would take a lot of time

• 16% were not convinced changes would be worth the 
effort

• And only 9% said they weren’t sure how to go about 
making changes to more sustainable behaviours.

The main barrier to change is the outcome of an 
individual’s cost-benefit analysis. If the benefits they 
perceive from change are not greater than the benefits 
they receive from their current behaviour, they will not 
change. Ignorance is a relatively small part of the 
problem.
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How we create different outcomes

Climate change stands as an existential threat to life on 
Earth – this proposition is terrifying and very difficult to 
relate to the mundane tasks of going to work, making 
dinner or buying new socks. While encouragingly high 
numbers of people in Edinburgh believe individual action 
can make a difference, motivating mass action requires 
that each individual believes their action is one which 
matters.

Climate change needs to be described in terms that are 
relevant, where the individual in Edinburgh has agency 
and (though exercising agency requires effort) making 
that effort is consequential and within their ability.

Beyond this, feedback from Edinburgh residents indicates 
three broad approaches may be successful in motivating 
change.

Transactional – emphasising personal benefits that 
result from better choices, these may be monetary, 
health-related, time, community, etc. And demonstrating 
how these benefits are greater than the costs of making a 
change.

Developing discrepancy – Edinburgh residents have, 
through a range of engagement and consultation activity 
over many years, told us what type of city they want to 
live in and what type of society they want to be part of. 
They emphasise clean, green, safe, and fair amongst 
other attributes.

Reflecting these values compels residents to consider how 
their own behaviour helps or hinders achieving the things 
they want and allows them to arrive at their own 
conclusions and derive motivation to change based on 
their own values.

Self-monitoring – a good general rule for human 
behaviour is that people do what their neighbours do. 
Raising awareness of activity, and stressing how normal a 
changed behaviour is, helps individuals reassess their 
behaviour and attitudes and prompts them to change to 
conform.

Residents believe climate change is everyone’s 
responsibility, so to some extent they need to see 
everyone making an effort.
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Additional sources and contact details

Edinburgh Council has previously published more detailed 
results of the Edinburgh Talks Climate Survey and the 
outputs of Edinburgh's First Youth Summit.

Additionally, the following sources were referenced to 
identify national trends in climate change attitudes. The 
Council has no control over the content of any external 
links.

The Scottish Household Survey by Scottish Government

Public and MSP's Attitudes to the Climate Emergency by 
Ipsos MORI Scotland

Energy and Climate Change Public Attitude Tracker by the 
Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy

ClientEarth's Climate Snapshot by ClientEarth and YouGov

Earth Day 2020 by Ipsos Global Advisor

For more information about this report, contact 
strategyandinsight@edinburgh.gov.uk

https://consultationhub.edinburgh.gov.uk/ce/edinburghtalksclimate/
https://consultationhub.edinburgh.gov.uk/bi/fd06713c/supporting_documents/Youth%20Summit%20Worshop%20Summary.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-household-survey/
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/84-percent-scots-are-concerned-about-climate-change
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/702640/Wave_25_Summary_Report.pdf
https://www.documents.clientearth.org/wp-content/uploads/library/2018-08-20-clientearths-climate-snapshot-coll-en.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/two-thirds-britons-believe-climate-change-serious-coronavirus-and-majority-want-climate-prioritised
mailto:strategyandinsight@edinburgh.gov.uk

