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Climate change risk communication: a vaccine hesitancy 
perspective

Late last year in 2020, the UK government announced 
their ten point plan for a green industrial revolution.1 
It is excellent to see the government moving towards 
the UK’s goal of net-zero carbon emissions by 2050, 
focusing on sustainable energy, protecting our natural 
environment, and increasing green public transport, 
cycling and walking. However, the success of any net-zero 
carbon emissions strategy is contingent on public co-
operation and support. The human complexities around 
rapid societal change is something the government has 
become well acquainted with over the past year with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. If the government want to fulfil 
the largely technological, green revolution they have 
planned, they would do well to pay attention and take 
notes in the coming months as they try to encourage a 
fatigued and nervous public to take a COVID-19 vaccine. 
As experts in vaccine hesitancy, we provide three key 
lessons in risk communication that are needed to 
successfully maintain public support for policies designed 
to quickly and substantially cut carbon emissions.

The first key lesson is that the public must not be 
forgotten during the rapid transition to net-zero 
carbon emissions. Just as every vaccine that remains 
in the vial is 0% effective, every green technological 
breakthrough is similarly useless in getting to net-zero 
if it remains unutilised. With vaccination, a prevalent 
unfounded rumour or a general apprehension around 
safety or efficacy, if left unaddressed, can spread 
through social connections, be amplified on social 
media, and ultimately reduce confidence, cause a dip 
in vaccine coverage, and potentially even the downfall 
of a vaccination programme.2 Similar opposition is 
foreseeable with the adoption of green technologies, 
including nuclear power3 during the transition to net-
zero carbon emissions, and it will be important to listen 
to and engage with the public, translating evidence-
informed policies, and fine-tuning and refining 
sustainable policies and processes based on public 
feedback before and as they are implemented.

The second key lesson is to identify and support 
trusted messengers. For a message, whether that be 
a call to vaccinate against COVID-19 or a call to reduce 
meat consumption, to be heard and acted upon, the 

source of such a message first needs to be trusted. For 
many, a top-down message from a government is 
sufficient, however, for others, a message might also 
need to be echoed by respected community or religious 
leaders.4 With health-care professionals regularly being 
ranked the highest trusted profession in the UK,5 their 
support and leadership for vaccination campaigns is 
demonstrably important. They also have an equivalent 
pivotal role to play in communicating climate change 
health risk to the public, and in promoting and 
championing behavioural changes towards healthy and 
sustainable lifestyles.

Finally, if your message is not being heard, humanise 
the data. In 2015, Catherine Hughes lost her 4-week-old 
baby, Riley, to whooping cough (pertussis). At the 
time, Riley was too young to receive his first round 
of immunisations, and the pertussis vaccine that 
is currently given to pregnant women to cover 
the immunity gap had not yet been introduced in 
Catherine’s home country of Australia. In the aftermath 
of this tragic event, Catherine and her husband started 
a campaign, Light for Riley, through which they tell 
their story and inform expectant parents about the 
importance of vaccination in pregnancy.6 Narratives, 
such as that of Riley and his mother, tap into what the 
cognitive psychologist Paul Slovic describes as “risk as 
feeling” whereby instinctive and intuitive reactions 
to danger are activated in a way that statistics (risk as 
analysis) do not reach.7 Just as such narrative-based 
pro-vaccine advocacy has its place within vaccination 
campaigns, similar approaches might play a role in our 
journey to net-zero carbon emissions. Reframing targets 
in terms of local and immediate health ramifications, 
and telling the stories that support this framing, might 
be a useful means of reaching previously unreceptive 
sections of the public.

In terms of the way forward, with the COVID-19 
pandemic, we have seen how quickly our society can 
modify our behaviours for the common good, with 
major reductions in travel and business activities, and 
consequentially a rapid decrease in carbon emissions 
over a short period of time.8 As the UK recovers from this 
devastating pandemic, society’s aim must be for this 
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decrease in emissions to become the norm, rather than 
an abnormality caused by the pandemic. To succeed, 
we must work together engaging with the public and 
trusted community leaders towards this common goal.
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