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The European Social Survey (ESS) collects representative and internationally compa-
rable data on the beliefs, values, perceptions and behavioural patterns of the European 
population on topics such as health, security, democracy, migration and work every 
two years since 2002 in most European countries. Questions on climate change were 
added for the first time in 2016 and were repeated in 2021. In this article, we look at 
three questions asked in both 2016 and 2021. All countries that participated in the ESS 
in 2016 and 2021, and where fieldwork took place face-to-face, were included. All re-
sults in this article are weighted by sample design and population as well as by gender, 
age, level of education and region.

EUROPEAN SOCIAL SURVEY
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Meeting the challenges of climate change 
requires far-reaching policies and regulations 
that are only feasible with broad public support. 
Europe plays a major role in this. Not only are 
European countries major contributors to cli-
mate problems, many measures will also have to 
be taken in a European context. How does the 
European population think about climate and 
how have these views changed in recent years? 
The European Social Survey (see box) provides 
answers to these questions.

Looking at the figure below, the first thing to 
notice is that in 2021, a large part of the European 
population in the countries surveyed is somewhat 

Climate change poses a serious threat to the natural, social and economic order and is one of the most 
pressing global challenges. How do Europeans think about climate change? Have their views changed in 
recent years? And if so, have the views converged or diverged across Europe?

Europeans are united on climate 
change

to extremely concerned about the climate. There 
is also broad agreement in Europe that at least 
half of climate change is caused by human activi-
ty. When asked how responsible people feel when 
it comes to combatting climate change the fig-
ure shows clear differences between Eastern and 
Western Europe. While in Switzerland (83%), 
France (83%) and the UK (80%) a particularly 
high proportion of the population feels to some 
extent or more personally responsible to try to 
reduce climate change, this is true for a, com-
paratively, small proportion of the Hungarian 
(56%), Estonian (53%) and Czech (36%) popu-
lations. The figure also shows that between 2016 
and 2021, there have been changes in European 
views on climate change. On average, 78 per cent 
of the European population in the countries sur-
veyed were concerned about climate change in 
2016; by 2021, this had increased to 83 per cent. 
The belief that at least half of climate change is 
caused by humans has changed only slightly: 
from 93 per cent in 2016 to 94 per cent five years 
later. The biggest change is seen in the sense of 
responsibility to reduce climate change. In 2016, 
60 per cent of Europeans felt personally respon-
sible; by 2021, this had risen to 73 per cent. All 
in all, Europeans thus consider climate change 
increasingly important. In particular, awareness 
of the role the individual plays in this has grown. 
Remarkably, differences between European 
regions on all three questions have become either 
smaller or stayed constant over time. So, not only 
is climate change being taken more and more 
seriously, there also seems to be a growing shared 
European view on climate change.
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Europeans' views on climate change (in percentages) in 2016 and 2021 by region

Notes: Eastern Europe = Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Czech Republic and Slovenia; Western Europe = Belgium, Finland, France, Ireland, 

Iceland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, United Kingdom, and Switzerland.

Concerned = % somewhat, very or extremely concerned; human cause = % at least half climate change caused by human activity; personal respon-

sible = % feels personal responsibility to reduce climate change to some/to a great extent.

Source: ESS (2016, 2021).
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