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Introduction
and context

Recent years have seen climate change positioned as one of the most urgent challenges facing the planet, with 
significant impacts expected for both the natural world and the human society that depends on it.  Across the Irish 
Sea, coastal communities in Ireland and Wales are already experiencing the impacts of climate change, including 
increased storms, challenges of flooding and erosion, increased interest in renewable energy technologies. 
Through the Coastal Community Adapting Together (CCAT) project, we aim to support coastal communities to 
understand climate change and how they can adapt.

As efforts to address, adapt to and mitigate against this myriad of impacts have become increasingly central to 
almost every sphere of political debate and dialogue, there have been growing calls for individual actions, some 
requiring significant levels of behaviour change, to be taken. Alongside this, there are growing calls for improved 
understanding of the various factors influencing perceptions of climate change and how these translate into 
everyday behaviours and actions. Understanding public perceptions of climate change and related action has a 
valuable role to play in developing effective communication strategies, and in supporting the behavioural change 
required. 

As part of the project, we sought to understand current attitudes, views and perceptions towards climate change 
among different groups and communities within the project area, including those held by individuals currently 
employed within the Local Authority, including councillors and staff. In May 2019, Pembrokeshire County Council 
declared a climate emergency. The ‘Net Zero 2030 Working Group’ was established with subgroups for the 
following areas: Procurement, Energy/Buildings/Housing, Land Use/Assets/Development, Fleet/Transport/Mobility/
Active Travel and Behaviours. It is also of note, that following the declaration, and after this survey was completed, 
in December 2020, full Council approved the ‘Net Zero Carbon 2030 Action Plan’ which sets out the net zero 2030 
working group recommendations to support the Authority in aiming to become a net zero-carbon organisation 
by 20301. The action plan also details wider actions the Council are taking to address climate and ecological 
emergency issues.

This report sets out the key findings from a study exploring the perceptions and attitudes held by individual 
employees within Pembrokeshire County Council (PCC), drawing on these observations to produce a suite of 
recommendations of future actions for consideration by PCC in their climate change related programme of work.

1 Pembrokeshire County Council. 2020. Action Plan towards Becoming a Net Zero-carbon Local Authority by 2030.
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A short online questionnaire was designed 
to collect information from individual PCC 
councillors and staff across a range of 
departments and career stages. The survey 
included 3 key sections – Section 1 collected 
information about the respondents; Section 
2 explored their knowledge, views and 
attitudes towards climate change; and finally, 
Section 3, presented a series of questions 
about climate change action and behaviours.

The questionnaire was available online for 6 
weeks in early 2020 and collected a total of 
378 responses. Initial results were presented 
to the PCC Zero Carbon Working Group 
in July 2020.  An additional questionnaire 
was also disseminated across the local 
community (a total of 186 responses) to 
collect information on community attitudes 
and perceptions. It should be noted that 
during this time, the first lockdown and other 
restrictions occurred, as a result of the global 

COVID-19 Pandemic. In order to ensure we 
were being sensitive of the widespread 
impacts of COVID-19 on individuals and 
communities, dissemination of the community 
questionnaire was temporarily paused, and 
restarted in early summer 2020. Where 
possible, the results from the community 
questionnaires are presented here alongside 
that from PCC data. 

Methodology
and approach
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In terms of respondent profiles, the two groups of respondents and their socio-demographic 
characteristics are summarised below:

The Pembrokeshire County Council respondents were found to be made up 61% 
female respondents, with 37% responses from male staff. Only 15% of respondents 
indicated that they were under 35, with the majority of respondents being between 
45 and 54 years old (36%) or 55-64 years old (26%).  Responses came mainly from 
individuals currently employed in a range of PCC departments, with only 2% of 
respondents indicating that they were either councillors at the time of completing 
the survey. Generally, respondents were found to have lived in Pembrokeshire for a 
lengthy period of time, with the majority of PCC respondents indicating that they had 
lived in the area for more than 10 years (10-20 years – 17%; more than 20 years – 29%; 
and, their whole lives – 30%).

The Pembrokeshire community survey was completed by a majority of female 
respondents (58%), with 39% of responses from males.  Almost 70% of responses 
came from people over 45 years old (24% from 25–34 year olds, 23% from 55-64 year 
olds and 22% from over 65s), illustrating a lack of engagement of younger members 
of the community with this survey2. In terms of their political orientation, 40% of 
respondents indicated left, while 33% selected centre, and 6% selected right, with 21% 
preferring not to say – this is of note as political orientation may give some insight into 
attitudes towards environmental issues and climate change. Respondents, however, 
were not asked to indicate whether they were members of any sort of environmental 
organisation group – it would be useful to ask this question in future iterations of the 
survey. Finally, for the most part, respondents to the community survey indicated 
that they had lived in Pembrokeshire and their local area for some time, with only 3% 
indicating they had lived in the area for less than a year, while 25% selected 1-5 years, 
13% selected 6-10 years, 17% selected 10-20 years, and 30% selected more than 
20 years. 13 % of respondents also indicated that they had lived in the area for their 
whole lives.

2 It should be noted that other CCAT activities are working specifically with younger people in Pembrokeshire..
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1Attitudes towards climate change 
Section 1 of the survey looked to understand respondents’ 
attitudes, views and perceptions of climate change, as well 
as their attitudes towards the growing dialogue of the ‘climate 
emergency’.

Key findings

As an initial question, respondents were 
asked to indicate the importance of a range 
of environmental issues. Climate change 
was rated as very important by 56% of PCC 
respondents. This compares with ratings of 
importance for other topics such as plastic 
pollution (70%), loss of wildlife (67%) and loss 
of natural habitats (64%). This was compared 
to 74% of community respondents indicating 
that climate change was very important to 
them.

In terms of overall acknowledgement of 
climate change, 85% of respondents agreed 
that climate change is something that is 
happening now, with 60% indicating that 
to the best of their knowledge, climate 
change is being driven ‘by both human and 
natural processes’, and 30% indicating a 
view that climate change is entirely driven by 
human activity. Comparatively, 93% of local 
community respondents agreed that climate 
change is happening now.

Exploring levels of concern about climate 
change, respondents were asked to indicate 
whether they have become more or less 
worried in the preceding 12 months – 70% 
of respondents indicated that have either 
become slightly or much more worried about 
climate change.  Reasons for this included 
“increased news coverage”, the bushfires in 
Australia in early 2020, experiences of extreme 
weather and flooding, among others. This 
was similar to the results from the community 
survey, which found that 72% of respondents 
indicated an increased level of worry about 
climate change.

When asked if they were aware of any signs 
of climate change in their local area or 
community, 60% of PCC respondents said yes, 
citing examples such as, changes in weather 
patterns, changes in flora and fauna, increased 
coastal erosion, with one commenting that 
“There is a greater tendency to flooding and 
a greater frequency of stormy weather than 
a decade ago.” (See Figure 1). Generally, 
respondents recognised that signs of climate 
change have been present for some time (“for 
all of my life”); however, many indicated that 
the frequency and intensity of these changes 
had increased in the last decade or so.
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Figure 1: Local signs of climate change identified by PCC respondents. 

When asked if they were aware of any signs of climate change in 
their local area or community, 60% of PCC respondents said yes, 
citing examples such as, changes in weather patterns, changes in 
flora and fauna, increased coastal erosion, with one commenting 
that “There is a greater tendency to flooding and a greater 
frequency of stormy weather than a decade ago.” (See Figure 1). 

Generally, respondents recognised that signs of climate change 
have been present for some time (“for all of my life”); however, 
many indicated that the frequency and intensity of these changes 
had increased in the last decade or so.

Respondents were asked to list the first three words or phrases 
that they thought of when they hear the term ‘climate change’.  
Figure 2 summarises these phrases – as expected, common 
terms related to physical change in the environment, including 
‘flooding’, ‘erosion’, ‘weather’, ‘loss’, ‘melting ice caps’, and also 
included topics relating to ecosystem degradation, biodiversity 
loss, recognised figures in the ongoing climate emergency 
dialogue (e.g. Greta Thunberg) and more.

Figure 2: Key themes of topics mentioned by respondentswhen 
asked to describe signs of climate change.
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To explore this further, phrases relating to 
emotions and human dimensions of climate 
change were extracted from the data, and are 
summarised in Figure 3. Here, we can see a 
number of terms which indicate feelings of 
‘hopelessness’, a sense of ‘urgency’ and concern 
from respondents.  It is also important to 
recognise the inclusion of terms, which suggest 
lower levels of concern, and indeed, ‘belief in 
climate change’ from some respondents (evident 
in phrases such as ‘hysteria’, ‘overhyped’, and 
scaremongering’).

Similar terms were found when looking at the 
Pembrokeshire Community Data.

Figure 3: Summary of words/ phrases listed by PCC 
respondentswhen asked about climate change.
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Views on climate action and information 
The next section explored awareness and knowledge about 
climate change, the climate emergency and related climate 
action.

Key findings:

67% of PCC respondents had heard of the term ‘climate emergency’ (compared to 94% of the 
local community survey respondents), and when asked if, to their knowledge, had their local 
authority declared a local climate emergency, only 32% of PCC respondents selected ‘yes’, with 
33% of people saying they weren’t sure. This is of note given that PCC’s vote to declare a climate 
emergency was passed in May of 20191 – 8 months before this research took place. Interestingly, 
this compared to 53% of respondents in the local community survey indicating that they had 
heard the term – indicating a much level of awareness of the local climate emergency discourse. 
In addition, it should be noted that some community respondents indicated that they did not feel 
that the declaration had changed anything PCC was doing (“the declaration does not appear to 
impact on their decision to any great extent”) while others felt that the declaration was “easy for 
them to declare rather than actually DO anything”. 

When asked if they agreed with the declaration, only 33% of PCC respondents said yes with 40% 
indicating that they are undecided. This is in comparison to the 51% of community respondents 
who indicated that they agree with the declaration of the climate emergency by PCC.

In terms of perceived responsibility for taking action to minimise the impacts climate change, 
respondents indicated that the most responsibility lay with UK Government (78%), which was 
followed closely by Businesses/ Industry (76%).  Interestingly, respondents indicated that 
Local Authorities and individuals in Wales had more responsibility (both selected by 73% of 
respondents) than Welsh Government (63%)2.

1 Pembrokeshire County Council declares a climate emergency | Western Telegraph
2 Note that in this question, respondents could select as many responses as applied resulting in a total greater than 100%.
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3Actions and behaviours 
This next section presents the results from questions relating 
to individual and collective behaviour change in response to 
climate change.

Key Findings:

In terms of willingness to take personal action, and make lifestyle or behaviour 
changes, PCC respondents generally rated themselves as being willing to make 
changes within their own life; however, when asked how willing they thought the 
community would be to make changes, respondents generally gave a much lower 
score. This was reflected in the community survey where only 16% of respondents felt 
that their wider community would be willing to make changes.

When asked about the actions that they have taken in their every-day lives, the most 
commonly selected actions such as reducing consumption generally, following recycling 
guidelines, choosing sustainable transport methods, and more1.

1 Note that due to a technical error, PCC respondents were not able to select multiple options in this question – many respondents included   
         additional comments to indicate that there actions were not limited to one from the list, and that they had engaged in a number of the actions  
         listed.

Individual actions were viewed as having less impact that other broader-scale actions 
which would need to be led and implemented by industry and government at a range 
of scales (summarised in Figure 4).

56% of PCC respondents indicated that they had made suggestions about changes 
in the workplace which could support adaptation and/ or mitigating to climate 
change impacts. These included suggestions such as “Improvements to recycling to 
reduce residual waste levels” and cutting back on plastic use. However, while some 
respondents felt that their ideas had been welcomed and listened to, this was not 
consistent across respondents with some stating that “the suggestions haven’t been 
implemented or really listened to”.
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Figure 4: Impact of actions to address climate change
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Summaries and
recommendations
The information collected through the CCAT online surveys into perceptions 
towards climate change among PCC employees and local communities within 
Pembrokeshire provides valuable insight into current attitudes among different 
communities and groups.  A key observation from the analysis is that members 
of the general community appear to have higher levels of awareness and 
concern about climate change in their local area and are more knowledgeable 
about climate change action being taken at a local authority level.  There is 
therefore clearly an opportunity for PCC to increase efforts to foster climate 
awareness and climate action among its employees and councillors. Drawing 
insight from the results presented in the sections above, the following 
recommendations and next steps are set out:

‘Go to where people are’
There is growing recognition that understanding perceptions and attitudes 
towards climate change has a crucial role to play climate action, at a range 
of scales, from individuals to communities to the institutions developing and 
enacting policy. There is a need therefore to understand where different 
communities of people, including local authorities, are at in terms of their 
knowledge, understanding and behaviours towards climate change. This 
develops a baseline of understanding which can be built upon to support 
engagement, influence communication and information about organisational 
change in response to climate change, and foster buy-in and acceptability of 
climate actions at an institutional level. 

While it is evident that there is a relatively high level of engagement 
with topics and issues relating to climate change among employees of 
Pembrokeshire County Council (PCC), the fact that 1/3 of PCC respondents 
were unaware of PCC declaring a climate emergency. Furthermore, of those 
who were aware, 33% did not agree with this approach from the local authority 
– an indication of disconnect and lack of buy-in on the issue and some 
members of the community at PCC. 
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Engagement with and awareness of PCC’s climate emergency declaration was found to be 
higher in the local community group than the PCC survey – indicating that there may be 
some challenges to address in how messages relating to climate action from PCC are being 
developed and disseminated across PCC’s various departments.  Indeed, the recent Action 
Plan Towards Becoming a Net Zero Carbon Local Authority by 2030 (PCC, 2020) actually 
shows the significant step PCC have taken in response to climate issues, and it is probable 
that these actions need far more promotion so that the Council’s own staff and members are 
suitably informed of the measures actually taken within the authority.

This survey represents a relatively small proportion of PCC employees – and there is, therefore, 
an opportunity for more work to be done to better understand these attitudes and perceptions 
towards climate change, and the actions that people would be willing to undertake.  
Additionally, it would perhaps be of interest to explore why some respondents disagreed with 
the declaration of a climate emergency – this was not explored in this study; however, rather 
than assume that this is linked to scepticism about climate change, it should be recognised 
that this disagreement could be motivated by a number of factors, such as feeling disengaged 
from the decision-making process behind the declaration and climate action more generally. 

It is recommended that exploring perceptions, attitudes and behaviours on climate change 
more regularly would be a valuable exercise for PCC to undertake – this would help to identify 
which initiatives are most effective and which topics people connect with. 

Transparent communication and decision making:  
Thinking global, acting local
Building on the points above, ensuring there is effective communication about climate change 
and actions being taken by the organisation is, and will continue to be, integral to PCC’s own 
efforts to address climate change. There is evidence from this study that some within the PCC 

community have not felt listened to – something which can lead to feelings of disempowerment 
and disengagement from issues relating to climate change. 

As indicated by the Action Plan, and PCC’s declaration of a Climate Emergency, it is evident 
that PCC are working towards improving climate related knowledge and actions within the 
Local Authority. However, the results from this work suggest that there is a disconnect 
between what is happening across PCC, and how effectively it is being communicated both 
internally to staff, and perhaps also more broadly to the wider public. To ensure buy in from 
PCC staff and local community members alike, it is vital that PCC takes direct action, and 
communicated this to local communities, to illustrate their support for the climate emergency 
declaration and action being taken. There was evidence from the community survey that some 
felt that the act of declaring the emergency was a distraction, and not actually leading to 
meaningful change or action to address the climate crisis. 

Overall, it is therefore recommended that more effective ways of feeding back to PCC staff 
in response to suggested changes, and bout related climate and low carbon actions and 
initiatives more generally, should be implemented as a way of increasing transparency. Actions 
which support this communication will ensure that suggested changes are viewed as being 
accessible, convenient, and part of the norm for PCC employees, and will also ensure that 
staff and the local communities are more aware of the climate action being taken by PCC, 
highlighting work already done and signposting to future updates.  One suggestion to facilitate 
this would be the creation of a dedicated webpage on PCC’s website where the Action Plan 
can easily accessed, alongside progress updates and associated project links. Consideration of 
how could be resourced should be part of PCC’s ongoing climate action work.

SUMMAR IES  AND  RECOMMENDAT IONS UNDERSTAND ING  PUBL IC  PERCEPT IONS  OF  CL IMATE  CHANGE :  A  CASE  STUDY  OF  PEMBROKESH IRE

© CCAT  -  ALL  R IGHTS  RESERVED

012



“Pembrokeshire County Council is committed to tackling climate change and this survey shows 
that the people in our organisation and wider public support us doing something now. As an 
organisation, we have consistently been undertaking green initiatives before the action plan was 
created but we are always wanting to improve. This survey is a great basis for how we go forward 
and communicate not only internally but externally with the wider public’”

Steve Keating
SD  &  ENERGY  MANAGER  •  PEMBROKESH IRE  COUNTY  COUNC IL

“
Comments from Pembrokeshire 
County Council

Cllr. Josh Beynon
PEMBROKESH IRE  COUNTY  COUNC ILLOR
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