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01.
Foreword 

I wasn’t expecting to start a movement 

but through voicing my concerns about 

the lack of diversity in my discipline, 

I found people who shared similar 

concerns and the movement grew 

from there. We feel more confident 

sharing our thoughts and feelings 

when we see our peers doing the 

same. The same is true for the climate 

movement. Many young people don’t 

see ‘people like them’ talking about 

the climate crisis. Most activists are 

middle-aged, middle-class white 

people. Young people don’t see a role 

for themselves in taking action. 

Taking action on climate change is 

now critical. We will only meet Net 

Zero targets and mitigate the impacts 

of the climate crisis if we mobilise 

people across society. Young people 

hearing and seeing relatable voices 

and faces gives them the confidence 

to speak out more and do more. Just 

as important, a diverse range of people 

speaking out on climate change will 

result in richer conversations and offer 

solutions based on wider experience. 

It’s an unsettling thought that climate 

change will have a big impact on 

my future and the future of all young 

people. That’s why climate anxiety is so 

high. We care deeply about the issue 

but most of our friends are not talking 

about it so we don’t speak up either. 

Being the first person to speak up 

and take action takes courage. Young 

people are scared of getting the facts 

wrong and being judged by their 

friends. I am the first to admit that I 

don’t know everything but you don’t 

need to be an expert to talk about 

climate change. It’s about being 

confident to put yourself out there and 

learn together. Your experience and 

interest can spark more conversations 

and motivate other people to act too. 

I’m proud to be working with Virgin 

Media O2 and Global Action Plan to 

help break down the stigma and help 

young people from all backgrounds 

to speak up about climate change. 

Together, let’s supercharge the 

climate conversation.

Virgin Media O2 combines the UK’s largest and most reliable mobile 

network with a broadband network offering the fastest widely-available 

broadband speeds. Virgin Media O2 is committed to using the power of 

connectivity to supercharge communities across the UK, taking action to 

close the digital divide and helping to build an inclusive, resilient, and low 

carbon economy. 

Global Action Plan is an environmental charity that tackles the combined 

root causes of our health and environmental crises, driving solutions that 

create wellbeing for people and planet. We work on air pollution and 

inspiring people towards a post-consumerist way of living.
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02.
Executive summary 

• �A lack of diverse and relatable climate 

spokespeople is preventing young 

people from engaging with climate 

content and they want to see more 

“people like them” speaking up.  

Young people need to see more  

diverse and relatable speakers on  

climate issues both in public and in  

their friendship groups. 

• �Young people don’t see peers and 

influencers showing that they care 

about climate change, preventing 

them from making greener choices 

themselves. A fear of judgement on 

social media and a lack of tangibility 

to the climate change problem also 

prevents young people speaking up. 

These insights highlight the important 

role that businesses, campaign groups, 

media, and policymakers must play 

in diversifying and mainstreaming the 

Young people have the most to lose from 

the impacts of climate change. Faced with 

the responsibility of tackling some of the 

world’s greatest challenges within their 

lifetime, climate anxiety is on the rise with 

over 73% of young people in the UK now 

thinking that the future is frightening1. 

In times of uncertainty, people are deeply 

influenced by what they see those around 

them saying and doing. Conversations 

can help to reduce anxiety and are a 

crucial first step towards action2. Yet only 

three in 10 young people in the UK say 

they are regularly talking to their friends 

about climate change, and a recent study 

suggests that half of those young people 

who are talking about climate change have 

been dismissed or ignored by others1.

The media portrayal of climate activism 

as a movement for white, middle-class, 

environmentalists is also deterring 

young people from diverse backgrounds 

from engaging in the conversation and 

taking action3,4. While the rise of youth 

movements like Fridays for Future provide 

some evidence of the self-organising 

potential of young people rallying 

together for change, the reality for the 

silent majority is quite different. 

climate conversation. We must equip 

this critical generation with the support 

and tools they need to speak up and 

act. We must support people from all 

backgrounds and walks of life to speak 

publicly for our climate and – more 

broadly – stimulate rich, accessible and 

down-to-earth climate conversation 

everywhere we can. This means with 

our employees, our customers, our 

constituents, our readers, our families – 

we must talk about the challenges and 

the amazing positive action being taken 

by so many. 

Virgin Media O2 and Global Action Plan 

are taking up this challenge. Together, we 

are seeking routes to get diverse young 

voices speaking up for our climate in high 

profile and unexpected channels. 

Together, we need to diversify and 

normalise the climate conversation.

Virgin Media O2’s new research, in 

partnership with environmental charity 

Global Action Plan (GAP), looked at 

conversations young people were 

having about climate change on and 

offline. The multifaceted research 

approach combined a UK-wide poll 

of over 2,000 16–24-year-olds in the 

UK with in-depth youth focus groups 

and analysis of social media data. 

The results revealed major barriers 

preventing young people from speaking 

up about their climate concern, whether 

online or to family and friends in real life. 

Key insights:
• �Climate change is a major concern 

for Gen Z but engagement in 

the climate conversation is low. 

According to our poll, 89% of young 

people report feeling concerned or 

very concerned about climate change 

but only a third (33%) regularly talk to 

their friends about climate change, 

and only 10% have created their own 

content about climate change on 

social media. There is also a significant 

gender divide with far fewer young 

men than women reading, liking or 

sharing posts about climate change on 

social media.

Supercharging the climate conversation: 
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9 in 10 young 
people feel 
concerned 
or very 
concerned 
about climate 
change, yet 
only 3 in 10 
young people 
talk to their 
friends about it
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03.
Introduction

Young people today are growing up in 

an unstable and uncertain time. Faced 

with social and environmental threats, the 

responsibility of being the last generation to 

fix some of the world’s greatest issues has 

placed huge pressure on their shoulders. A 

recent study on attitudes towards climate 

change found that 73% of young people 

in the UK think that the future is frightening 

and 51% think that humanity is doomed1. 

In times of uncertainty, people are deeply 

influenced by what they see those around 

them saying and doing, so conversations 

are a crucial first step towards social 

action4. As the generation who will be most 

impacted by climate change and those 

with the greatest power to hold decision-

makers accountable to transform the future 

of the planet, it is vital that young people 

feel represented in the climate conversation 

and have the confidence to speak up.

Yet only three in 10 young people in the 

UK are regularly talking about climate 

change to their friends and nearly half of 

those who have spoken up say they have 

been dismissed or ignored by others1. 

Feeling isolated in their concern and 

customers, we understand the power 

of connecting people to the issues that 

matter most to them. In a pivotal year for 

climate, where the outcomes of the UN’s 

COP26 Climate Conference will determine 

our collective future we partnered with 

environmental charity, Global Action Plan 

to conduct new research into young 

people’s feelings towards and involvement 

in the climate conversation. We want to 

better understand the important role that 

businesses, media, and policymakers can 

play in diversifying and mainstreaming the 

climate conversation. We believe that by 

providing young people with a platform 

and a voice, we can amplify their views and 

opinions, and help them to inspire others to 

share their concern and take action too.

Together, we believe in the power of 

communication in breaking down the 

barriers to action and encouraging those 

who feel excluded from the climate 

conversation to participate, helping to 

shape and influence our collective future. 

Coming together to share real, open, 

honest views about climate change  

will enable us all to take action for a  

better world. 

lacking support to act will have inevitable 

consequences for young people’s  

sense of personal agency and their  

mental wellbeing1. 

While there has been an uplift in 

youth climate action across the globe, 

spearheaded by activists like Greta 

Thunberg and groups like Extinction 

Rebellion, the spokespeople in the media 

spotlight rarely reflect the rich diversity 

of voices, backgrounds and experiences 

that are needed to engage more young 

people in the challenges and opportunities 

of climate change. ‘Climate activism’ is 

portrayed by the media as a predominantly 

white, middle-class, educated space2,4.  

A misconception that ‘people like me’ 

don’t care about climate change, when 

they actually do, is preventing many young 

people from engaging in the conversation 

or feeling that their views are valued and 

important – ultimately deterring them from 

taking action3. 

Virgin Media O2 is committed to using 

the power of connectivity to help build 

inclusive and resilient communities. 

With over 47 million fixed and mobile 

In times of 
uncertainty, 
people 
are deeply 
influenced by 
what they see 
those around 
them saying 
and doing

Together, 
we believe in 
the power of 
communication 
in breaking down 
the barriers and 
encouraging 
those who feel 
excluded to 
speak up
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10% 1%

8% 1%

30%

37%

57%

53%

34%
very  

concerned

04.
Our research with  
Global Action Plan 

In summer 2021, during the lead up to the UN Climate 

Change Conference (COP26), Virgin Media O2 partnered 

with environmental charity Global Action Plan to 

understand young people’s concerns about climate 

change, and to explore the conversations young people 

were having about climate change, both on and offline. 

The research comprised three strands: a representative 

poll of 2,005 16-24-year-olds living in the UK; focus 

groups with 16-24-year-olds from across the UK who 

were selected as being less engaged with environmental 

issues; and an analysis of social media conversations 

between January and July 2021 (see Methodology section 

for further details). 

Below, we present the barriers and solutions gathered 

through our research so that other organisations, the 

media, and policymakers can learn from these new and 

important findings.

We go on to outline our call to address the barriers 

identified – helping to turn Gen Z’s overwhelming concern 

for our climate into a little more talk and a lot more action. 

Climate change is a major concern for Gen Z 
but engagement in climate conversations is low
According to our research, 89% of young people (87% of 

men and 90% of women) report feeling concerned or very 

concerned about climate change.
Despite being a common concern for Gen Z, only a third of 

young people (33%) regularly talk to their friends about climate 

change and engagement with it on social media is low and 

predominantly passive among this group. Less than half (48%) of 

UK 16–24-year-olds had ‘liked’ posts on climate change and only 

a third (37%) had shared posts from other people. What’s more, 

only 10% of UK 16–24-year-olds had created original content 

about climate change on social media.

Our analysis of social media conversations supported this, showing 

that most Gen Z engagement with climate content includes quick 

social actions such as ‘likes’, the use of emojis in the comments 

section to agree or disagree with a post, and the tagging of friends. 

These insights suggest that Gen Z lack the confidence to start a 

deeper climate conversation and take on potential detractors.  

The sentiment of climate conversations that were being had by 

Gen Z online were also consistently pessimistic about the future  

of the planet.

Our results also revealed a significant gender divide with far fewer 

young men than women reading, liking or sharing posts about 

climate change on social media. 

“Personally I just 
don’t pay attention 
to it – it’s just not 
interesting. […] the 
whole thing about 
the climate, even in 
high school when 
they tried talking 
to me about it, I 
just didn’t find it 
interesting. If I found 
it fascinating, I’d want 
to research more 
about it.” 
– Ryan (M, 21)

How concerned are you about climate change?

55%
concerned

9%
not very  

concerned

1%
not at all 

concerned

39%

57%

29%

45%

48%
I like posts 

from others

Current social media activity related to climate change

Supercharging the climate conversation: 

37%
I share posts 
from others

20%

22%

21%
I comment 
on posts 

from others

10%

9%

10%
I create my 
own posts
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05.
Key insights: what’s preventing  
young people speaking up  
about climate change? 

Supercharging the climate conversation: 

The disparity between how much young people care and their actions 

demonstrates that there are clear barriers to young people getting 

involved in the climate change movement. Through the three strands 

of research, we identified three key barriers that were preventing 

young people speaking up about climate change. They included:

1. �A lack of diverse and relatable climate spokespeople

2. �A misconception that their peers don’t care as much as they do

3. �Conversations about climate change feel overwhelming 

Barrier 1: A lack of diverse or relatable role models 

Only 16% of the young people surveyed in the poll found people 

talking about climate change on social media to be ‘very relatable’, 

demonstrating a clear barrier to engagement. 

In the face of uncertainty, we turn to those we trust, and especially 

those with shared cultural backgrounds and experiences to our 

own. The current notable lack of diverse and relatable role models is 

preventing some young people from speaking up. 

For example, many of the young activists we currently see in the 

media are white, middle-class and highly educated. In line with 

previous research, the most common climate spokespeople recalled 

by our focus group included Sir David Attenborough, Greta Thunberg 

and Russell Brand. Many of the focus group participants (men in 

particular) did not relate to these role models, perceiving them to 

be more knowledgeable than them, and speaking in inaccessible, 

jargon-loaded terminology. 

“Sometimes they feel they’re more educated so therefore they feel 

like they have the right to tell you if you’re wrong […] or shove it down 

your throat […] The people who aren’t that interested need to be talked 

to in a way that would excite them, but when it feels like someone 

is shoving something down your throat it doesn’t make you feel you 

want to learn from that.” – Chanel (F, 24)

Key Insight: More relatable spokespeople would 
encourage young people to speak up

Many of the focus group participants said they would be more 

motivated to join the climate conversation if they saw more ‘people 

like them’ speaking up about climate change. It was unlikely that they 

would spend the time seeking out climate spokespeople, but if people 

they already followed spoke up about climate change, that would be a 

big motivator for them to follow suit.

“If I actually see it in my feed and I know it’s a problem, then I will  

share it. But if I don’t see it, I can’t share it – unless I go out of my way 

to find it and post it. I don’t go out of my way to find pictures to post 

these problems.” – Ben (M, 19)

“There’s a difference 
in relatability because 
environmentalists 
have experienced lots 
of things, but because 
we’re young we 
haven’t experienced 
lots of things.” 
– Bayleigh (F, 19)

“If more celebrities 
were into this stuff, 
we’d definitely 
talk about it.… Kim 
Kardashian started 
eating plant based 
and that’s where I 
got the idea from 
[…] now and then 
celebrities talk about 
that kind of stuff and 
it stays in your mind.”
– Amina (F, 18)

Engaging the next generation with climate change
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Barrier 2: Young people don’t believe their peers care 
as much as they do

Despite climate change being a common concern for 89% of Gen 

Z, only 66% of youth poll respondents believed their friends were 

concerned about climate change too. This misconception could 

be preventing young people from sharing their concerns about 

climate change in person and on social media2. 

Key Insight: Showing that you don’t need to be an 
expert or to be ‘perfect’ to talk about climate change 
would help young people speak up online

Speaking up about climate change online takes courage. Our youth 

poll and focus groups revealed that young people worry that they 

don’t know enough to speak up about climate change on social 

media (32%) or that they’d be judged by their friends for doing so 

(25%). What’s more, 24% felt that if they weren’t leading a perfectly 

sustainable lifestyle offline it would be hypocritical of them to speak 

up about climate change online.

Top reasons for not posting about 

climate change on social media	

% of youth poll  

respondents

Feeling I don’t have enough knowledge 

about climate change 

32

I don’t feel I can do anything about it 26

Fear of being judged 25

Feeling like my own actions offline are 

inconsistent 

24

I don’t know where to start 22

Feeling like my friends won’t want  

to hear about it 

21 

“You might be like – well I can’t really do that [speak about climate 

change] because I like buying clothes.” – Bayleigh (F, 19)

Key Insight: Easier conversation starters, both on and 
offline, would help to make climate change a more 
accessible topic to talk about with friends

In addition to the fear of backlash, 22% of young people said the 

biggest barrier to speaking up about climate change online was 

not knowing where to start as climate change was such a complex 

topic. Young people agreed that finding an accessible hook, like an 

environmental documentary, podcast or news item to discuss made it 

easier to start a conversation with friends and family. 

“With my family the topic would only come up if we are watching 

something that has to do with climate etc.” – Ryan (M, 21)

“I’d be worried about 
being judged – I 
don’t want to sound 
stupid or that I 
don’t know what 
I’m talking about. 
Especially with 
people my age.”
– Chanel (F, 24)

“I’m not so educated 
on it. I just find it 
long, as in I can’t get 
my head around it.”
– Zameer (M, 18)

How often do you talk 

about climate change 

with your friends?

  Always	 11%

  Often	 23%

  Sometimes	 33%

  Rarely	 25%

  Never	 7%

Key Insight: Seeing others talk about climate on and 
offline is a major signal to young people that others care

We asked young people how they would know if someone in their 

friendship group cared about climate change.

Top three responses % of youth poll 

respondents

They would post about it on social media 59

They would talk about it 57

They would change their habits to  

be more environmentally friendly

52

The most common response (59%) was that their friends would post 

something about climate change on social media, demonstrating 

the central role social media plays in Gen Z culture. A high proportion 

(57%) also thought their friends would talk about climate change if 

they were concerned about it, yet our results showed only a third 

of young people were regularly discussing climate change with 

their friends. By finding the confidence to speak up about climate, 

young people could demonstrate to their peers that they care, in turn 

motivating them to speak up and take collective action. 
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Key Insight: Human-centred stories would make 
climate change more immediate and encourage  
young people to act

During the focus groups, young people told us that campaigns like 

Black Lives Matter (BLM) had resonated with them more than climate 

change campaigns as they focused around clear victims they could 

relate to. BLM was perceived as having immediate impacts and was 

being talked about across young people’s circle of influence, from 

their family and friendship group to social media influencers. This 

meant that the topic appeared on their social feeds without them 

having to actively look for it.

In contrast to the human-led media around BLM, the reporting of 

climate change was perceived by young people to be too factual and 

inaccessible. The climate content young people recalled seeing had 

felt daunting and worrisome. It had failed to persuade them of their 

power to make a difference and the lack of immediate action had 

made them less likely to share it. The fact that climate content isn’t 

currently being shared widely by friends and influencers also limits 

opportunities to engage with the content and share further. 

“The people around 
me currently have 
other topics [that 
they care about]  
so it just never 
comes up.” 
– Tom (M, 18)

“I’m more likely to 
raise awareness 
about Black Lives 
Matter because you 
can see it – you 
can see the abuse 
and the harm, but 
climate change you 
can’t see as much. 
You can’t see the 
suffering and pain  
it causes so that’s 
why I’m more likely 
to talk about Black 
Lives Matter than 
climate change.”
– Amina (F, 18)

Barrier 3: Conversations about climate feel 
overwhelming 

Our youth poll revealed that 70% of young men and 81% of 

young women felt confident to share their concerns about 

social justice issues like racism and LGBTQ+ rights, yet fewer 

(63% of men and 67% of women) felt confident sharing concern 

about climate change. 

Through the focus groups, we explored what made climate change a 

more challenging subject to speak up about. 

“I follow David Attenborough on Instagram and I feel it’s a bit  

daunting – I know a bit about [climate change] but I don’t think I  

know enough, and the things that are talked about are quite scary.”

– Chanel (F, 24)
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“The climate crisis can feel terrifying.  
If we have to deal with those feelings on 
our own, we may feel a need to suppress 
them for fear that they will overwhelm us. 
No wonder then young people just try not 
to think about it and take no action. 

Talking and sharing feelings with others 
releases the pressure and helps us bear 
the feelings – creating the capacity to act.”  

– Rebecca Nestor,  
Climate Psychology Alliance

Youth-led solutions: What would help young people speak up 
about climate concern? 

Young people care deeply about the future of the planet 

but they don’t see their friends talking about it, preventing 

them from speaking up and having the capacity to take 

action. According to our poll of 16-24 year-olds, the top 

three solutions that they felt would help young people 

speak up about climate change and share their concern 

would be:

1. Easier ways to get involved with climate 
charities or campaigns (35%)
The voluntary sector needs to rethink the way that it 

engages young people with the climate conversation and 

make climate action accessible to young people from all 

backgrounds through its channels, tone and spokespeople.

2. More people from my community speaking 
up on climate issues (34%)
The media needs to portray a more diverse range of 

people speaking out on climate change to initiate richer 

conversations and solutions based on wider experience. 

Employers and educational institutions need to provide 

safe spaces online and in-person for staff and students 

to speak out on climate change, free from judgement. 

3. My friends sharing content about it  
online (30%)
Climate activists and influencers need to find new  

and engaging methods to reach out to audiences 

that don’t identify as climate activists and to use their 

platforms to explore climate conversations and influence 

positive action. 

The solutions proposed by young people suggest that 

normalising and diversifying the climate conversation 

across their circle of influence, including their friendship 

groups and online communities, will help them to see 

that others care too and encourage them to participate, 

share their views and take action. 

To address this need, we’ve created a list of tips and 

tactics to help the business, media and non-profit 

sectors engage Gen Z with the climate conversation. 

Engaging the next generation with climate change
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How Virgin Media O2 is supercharging 
the climate conversation

At Virgin Media O2, we understand the 

importance of taking action to reduce 

our environmental impact. That’s why 

we’re on track to achieve Net Zero 

operations by 2025 – with a full value 

chain target to follow. Beyond the action 

we’re taking to tackle carbon emissions in 

our own business, we’re also committed 

to using the power of our brand to help 

give a platform and a voice to the next 

generation, who have the most to lose 

from the impacts of climate change  

and yet are perhaps the last generation 

that can meaningfully influence our 

collective future. 

Critically, we also believe that diversity 

of views, voices, backgrounds and 

experiences makes us stronger. By 

enabling a more diverse range of voices 

to participate in the climate conversation, 

we can inspire more young people from 

communities across the UK to share their 

views, opinions and ideas for a greener, 

fairer future. 

Our research and insights, developed 

with Global Action Plan, demonstrate 

how much work we still have to do to help 

young people develop the confidence to 

lift their voices to shape the climate debate. 

Since this generation will inherit the 

impact of government policies, corporate 

promises, UK and international treaties and 

talking about climate change, but for this 

reason may be able to reach and connect 

with new audiences of young people on a 

deeper level.

• �Consider gender differences: strive to 

engage young men with climate change 

as well as women by using relatable male 

role models. 

2. Encourage widespread climate 
conversations 
To engage Gen Z with climate change, we 

need to normalise climate change content 

by making it accessible and relevant. We 

can’t expect young people to go in search 

of the conversation – content needs to 

be brought to where these young people 

are: through the platforms they’re on and 

through the people they follow. 

Together, we can also begin to address 

the barrier of ‘not knowing where to start’ 

with the climate conversation by equipping 

young people, and those working with 

them, with the tools, conversation starters 

and ideas to help them feel confident to 

speak up.

agreements that are made in this critical 

decade for action, it is vital that young 

people are afforded a seat at the table, 

being invited to shape the solutions that 

will shape the future of life on Earth.

The research highlights important 

messages we as organisations need 

to adopt for Gen Z to make the climate 

movement more inclusive. 

Our call to the business,  
media and non-profit sectors:  
Let’s supercharge the  
conversation together

1. Diversify climate role models
Young people need to see more people 

from their community speaking up about 

climate change. If they see climate change 

role models they can identify with, they 

will feel much more motivated to join the 

climate conversation. 

How the business, media and non-profit 

sectors can help 

• �Go beyond the ‘typical white middle-

class environmentalist’. Spotlight stories 

from those who are least represented but 

are, and will continue to be, most affected 

by climate change.

• �Consider ‘unexpected’ ambassadors: 

influencers who may not be known for 

‘Chattin’ Sh*t’ about climate 

During the global UN climate change 

conference, COP26, Virgin Media O2 

teamed up with stars of “People Just 

Do Nothing” Allan ‘Seapa’ Mustafa and 

Hugo Chegwin, to create a special 

climate-focussed episode of their hit 

podcast, ‘Chattin’ Sh*t’, to encourage 

young people to get involved in the 

climate conversation.

The ‘Chattin’ Sh*t to Save the Planet’ 

episode was created in response 

to the findings of this research. 

The award-winning comedy duo 

were joined by Gen Z Climate 

activist, Francisca Rockey of Black 

Geographers, to “chat shit” about the 

climate crisis and help answer some 

of their questions – including what 

climate change actually is, what is 

COP26, and how to get more involved 

in conversations online without fear of 

being called out or “cancelled”. 

It’s all part of Virgin Media O2’s 

commitment to supercharge the 

climate conversation, helping make 

climate change more accessible and 

relatable and reaching more diverse 

audiences of young people. 

We’re 
committed 
to using the 
power of our 
brand to help
give a platform 
and a voice 
to the next 
generation

Engaging the next generation with climate change
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How the business, media and non-profit 

sectors can help

• �Put climate content on the channels 

young people are already using, rather 

than expecting them to seek out 

information on specialist climate or 

sustainability channels. 

• �Use accessible conversation starting 

points – discussing TV shows,  

podcasts and news stories that  

feature climate change makes the  

topic feel less intimidating. 

• �Go beyond the scientific statistics and 

find ways to connect to young people’s 

social reality – tell human stories and 

experiment with formats. 

Encouraging our employees to 
speak out

At Virgin Media O2, we now have an 

18,000-strong workforce who can make 

a huge difference both in and outside the 

workplace. Commitments like our goal 

to achieve Net Zero carbon operations 

(scopes 1 and 2) by the end of 2025 often 

directly influence how our people do their 

jobs, but there can also be a knock-on 

impact at home. Moving our network to 

renewable electricity or transitioning our 

field-based team to an electric fleet can 

help to inspire similar changes at home – 

enabling our employees to make greener 

choices in their personal lives. 

Critically, it’s also important to offer 

employees ways to challenge the status 

quo. Our employee-led ‘Better for the 

Planet’ Workplace group includes 

over 1,000 employees from all parts of 

our business, who are committed to 

helping us build a greener future. The 

network actively encourages our people 

to suggest and share opportunities to 

improve our environmental performance 

by connecting and empowering 

them. Network members are turning 

recommendations for change into 

action across the business, for example, 

reducing single-use plastic packaging 

associated with our accessories in store.

• �Create spaces specifically for young 

people, where you are talking with them 

not just at them. Could you host a climate 

café in the canteen at work/university 

or launch an online channel where 

employees share thoughts and ideas 

around climate change without fear  

of judgement?

• �Acknowledge and normalise common 

emotions surrounding climate change 

(such as fear, guilt, grief and anger).5 

• �Emphasise community when talking 

about climate change and climate 

actions so that young people feel 

connected and supported rather than 

isolated. Focus on collective action. 

3. Encourage people to voice their 
concern and show that they care 
We need to create climate campaigns and 

messages that strip back the stereotype 

expectations of who ‘can’ and ‘can’t’ 

contribute to the climate conversation – 

that show we can all contribute, even if 

we don’t live ‘perfect’ sustainable lives. 

Campaigns should focus on our core, 

shared value: that we are humans who 

care. 

If we can create a culture of caring, rather 

than calling out, young people will feel 

more comfortable to engage in talking 

about climate change and subsequently 

encourage their friends too, therefore 

creating a positive cycle of communication 

and action. 

How the business, media and non-profit 

sectors can help

• �Provide safe spaces: if young people 

fear or feel silenced by online detractors, 

consider ways that you can create 

spaces where they feel encouraged to 

engage. Being brave and talking about 

climate concern often influences other 

young people to share their concern too. 

Could you establish a supportive group 

or network in the workplace or on your 

social channels?

• �Consider what the message is and  

how you could minimise barriers to  

young people:

	 – �Use accessible language. Jargon 

such as ‘managing climate risks’ 

and terminology such as the ‘1.5 

degrees limit’ can be unfamiliar and 

disengaging.

	 – �Make it relatable – by sharing human 

experiences and emotions rather 

than using facts and statistics that 

need referencing, young people are 

less likely to worry about saying or 

sharing the wrong thing. 

	 – �Cite sources – if you do use facts and 

quotes, be transparent and ensure 

sources are cited properly, taking 

responsibility away from the individual 

who shared it. 

• �Role model – be vulnerable and honest 

as organisations can experience cancel 

culture too, especially when they say 

something that feels inauthentic.

20
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This white paper is part of a collaboration between Virgin 

Media O2 and the environmental charity Global Action 

Plan. The insights were developed through three strands 

of research jointly commissioned by Virgin Media O2 and 

conducted by Global Action Plan: 

i) �A UK-wide youth poll conducted in July 2021 and 

completed by n=2,005 UK 16-24 year-olds, representative 

of the UK population according to geography, ethnicity 

and socioeconomic status. Questions were designed 

by GAP and added to an omnibus survey conducted 

by Walnut Unlimited. Briefly, questions explored young 

people’s concern for climate change, use of social media 

and barriers and enablers of climate conversations. 

ii) �The collation and analysis of social media data from 

January to July 2021 exploring the topics, hashtags and 

influencers associated with conversations being had 

by 16-24 year-olds in the UK in relation to environment, 

climate change and popular culture. Social platforms 

examined included TikTok, Instagram, Twitter, Reddit. 

Research combined data from social media platform 

search queries and sentiment analysis as well as the use 

of data from GWI and Affinio.

iii) �Three online focus groups in July/August 2021 

featuring n=15 16-24 year-olds across the UK who 

were purposively selected as being less engaged with 

environmental topics. Focus groups were facilitated by 

GAP and explored concern for climate change and the 

barriers and facilitators of climate conversations. 
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Ten tips and tactics for engaging young 
people with climate conversations 

To enable action on climate change, young people need to feel comfortable to contribute 

to the conversation – whoever they are and whatever their background. However, not all 

young people feel able to share their concerns about climate change and learn from each 

other about the actions they are taking, because they feel excluded from the conversation. 

Virgin Media O2 want to use the power of connectivity to supercharge the climate conversation. 

This toolkit offers a range of specific tips and tactics uncovered 
during our research to help the business, media and non-profit 
sectors engage young people in the climate conversation. 

Tip 1: Platform diverse and ‘unexpected’ spokespeople 
Seeing more diverse and relatable role models speaking up about 

climate change was very important to the youth poll respondents, of 

whom only 16% felt current climate spokespeople were highly relatable. 

Take the time to understand your audience’s interests and therefore 

understand what messages will resonate with them and from whom. 

Suggestions from our research included celebrities and influencers 

who they already followed, but also younger climate ambassadors who 

would speak in the same language as them. Men also wanted to see 

more men speaking up about climate change. 

Tip 2: Ask influencers and celebrities to talk about 
climate issues in their own style; being human is more 
important than being expert 
You don’t need to rely on scientific statistics. Find ways to connect 

to young people’s social reality – telling human stories that are 

emotionally honest and authentic. Youth focus group participants 

believed seeing celebrities or influencers they admired speak up 

about climate, in the language that ‘people like them’ used, would 

make climate content more accessible. 

“I think that having younger people that 

are in the limelight speak about it would 

influence a lot of younger people.  

They are more relatable [to us].”  

– Harrison (M, 17)

“I think that with men they are more 

inclined to listen to other men. Like 

Stormzy. I have brothers and I know  

for a fact that if Stormzy talked about it 

that they would be interested in this.”  

– Chanel (F, 24)

 “I think it would be a great idea 

personally to see someone such as 

Stormzy or Marcus Rashford [talk about 

climate]. They would definitely have me 

on board.” – Liam (M, 17)

“Keep it quite light-hearted. It tends to be 

quite serious, but if it’s light-hearted it has 

a change on people and affects how they 

think about it.” – Bayleigh (F, 19)

Tip 3: Bring the content to the audience 
Focus group participants, particularly men, felt reluctant to seek out 

climate change content online but said they would engage with it if 

it was more visible to them. Going to the social channels where Gen 

Z already are will make climate content more visible. Having climate 

conversations come up on their social feeds via the influencers 

they admired (typically musicians and footballers) – rather than 

requiring them to seek out a social media channel specifically about 

sustainability – was a popular solution to this challenge. 

“In my spare time, when online, I want to 

hear from people I already know, so they 

have already got me listening...It would 

make things easier to understand, I think 

I’m more likely to listen to [an influencer 

I follow] because it’s someone I already 

like.” – Tom (M, 18)

Tip 4: Use video content for deeper interaction 
Our analysis of social media conversations showed the format 

of climate content affected post engagement. A sample of 4,150 

comments across 100 top posts using climate change hashtags on 

Instagram between January and July 2021 showed that video earns 

more conversation than still images (61% video vs. 39% stills), for 

which engagement is more passive. 
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Tip 5: Simple (and sourced) facts and graphics  
promote sharing 
Social listening insights revealed that facts, infographics and short 

action-driven posts were readily absorbed and shared by young 

people. Focus group participants agreed with this but went on to 

comment that short fact-based posts with credible sources cited 

would reassure them they wouldn’t receive backlash for “getting it 

wrong” by sharing the content. 

Tip 8: Individual actions offer accessible entry-points 
to the climate conversation 
Conversations about individual actions, like reducing single-use 

plastics or choosing plant-based meals, also provided more 

accessible entry-points into the climate conversation. But young 

people often didn’t make the connection between these lifestyle 

choices and the broader challenge of climate change, and 

conversations that only focus on individual actions risk leaving young 

people feeling more helpless or excluded. Conversations need to 

allow space for exploring how lifestyle choices link to climate change, 

and which actions are meaningful. They should also encourage 

young people to take action with others rather than alone. 

“A lot of my Instagram Explore is filled with 

different facts and I feel it has probably 

helped me to get a bit more insight and 

information in a quick, fun way without 

having to hit the books. [...] you are 

looking at it and it is going into your brain 

but in a way that only takes a minute to 

look at; you kind of process it in a nicer 

environment.” – Bronagh (F, 20)

“I find things feel more casual when  

face to face when texting it can come  

off different.” – Tom (M, 18) 

“Even if you don’t know a lot, [even] if it’s 

just more to [show] support, then you 

can do it. [For example], when it was 

#BlackOutTuesday, not everyone maybe 

knows every detail about racism […] but 

loads of people still actually posted that 

picture on their actual feed to show that 

they care.” – Ben (M, 19)

“I feel like some are a lot easier to talk 

about because it’s easier to help out – say 

with plastic pollution, you can stop using 

plastic straws or buying plastic bottles. 

But then things like say air pollution or 

fast fashion, you might say I can’t [speak 

out about them] because I like buying 

clothes.” – Bayleigh (F, 19)

“For me it’s just because I don’t know 

where to start. It’s usually one of my family 

members who starts it and I just listen. […] 

if it’s something that they watched or read 

about, [they’ll bring it up] … Maybe people 

would want to speak about it if they 

remembered. Maybe it’s not that they’re 

not interested, it’s just not a day-to-day 

conversation that would come up.”  

– Bronagh (F, 20)

Tip 6: Provide tips and ways to have face-to-face chats 
alongside the socials 
Focus group participants agreed that if their friends started talking 

about climate change more, they would feel braver to speak up 

themselves. They believed in-person conversations were a more 

comfortable starting point, offering a safer space to open up 

about controversial subjects. Starting conversations around topical 

issues breaks the overwhelming topic of climate change into more 

accessible chunks and ones that friends can relate to. For example, 

a conversation could be prompted by discussing personal actions 

in friendship groups like agreeing together to eat less meat on social 

occasions, or influencing schools or workplaces towards more 

sustainable practices. 

Tip 9: Demonstrate that you don’t have to be an expert 
to show you care 
Young people did not believe that their peers cared about climate 

change as much as they did. Previous research by Global Action Plan 

has shown that this misconception can prevent individuals taking 

action, for fear of judgement. But simply showing that we all care can 

have a multiplier effect, encouraging others to make greener choices. 

Tip 10: Encourage progress, not perfection 
One barrier to young people speaking up about climate change 

was a feeling that they were being hypocritical if they weren’t living 

sustainably in every aspect of their life. It is therefore important to 

support young people’s confidence to speak up, to reinforce that 

they don’t need to be perfect to be able to engage, and to encourage 

them to enjoy climate conversations for their own sake, share 

feelings, and learn from each other/their peers. 

Tip 7: Find topical and tangible hooks like 
documentaries and news items 

According to social listening data, online conversations 

around climate change are often prompted by environmental 

documentaries such as Seaspiracy (2021), which provide an entry 

point to discussing the seemingly overwhelming topic of the 

climate crisis. Use accessible conversation starting points – like 

referencing a recent documentary or something in the news. 
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