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Abstract

In 2019, the environment began to rival the economy among priority issues for the UK public. The COVID-19 pandemic has the
potential to shift this balance in either direction, because the crisis is not only causing serious economic damage but is also
highlighting the usefulness of expert warnings. The current work examines the balance between public prioritisation of environment
and economy in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic. A nationally representative YouGov sample of 1654 UK adults were presented
with two political speeches, either linking COVID-19 to climate and prioritising environment as part of planned economic recovery,
or separating the issues and stating that environmental prioritisation is now unaffordable. Most participants (62%) were positive
towards the environmental prioritisation speech, and it was more popular than the other speech (which 36% were positive towards).
The same proportion of Conservative voters (62%) were positive towards the environmental prioritisation speech (with 50% positive
towards the other speech). Higher support for the environmental prioritisation speech was associated with more education but not
with socioeconomic status. Voting history and socioeconomic status were therefore less predictive of differences in support for the
speeches than expected based on previous research. Consistent with these results is the suggestion that environmental concern in the
UK is becoming less tied to social identity and more tied to concern for personal well-being. These findings suggest that
foregrounding environmental concerns is politically realistic in post-COVID-19 economic policy, consistent with suggestions from

economists and environmental scientists that an environmental focus is feasible and necessary.
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Non-Technical Summary
Background
The COVID pandemic might have made people less willing to economically prioritise the environment, if the pandemic

overshadowed environmental concerns, or more willing, if the pandemic underlined the importance of properly dealing with

major societal threats.
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Why was this study done?

Experts on climate and the economy recommend that attempts to kick-start pandemic-damaged economies must also prioritise
the environment, to avert further crises which could dwarf the pandemic in scale. The researchers wanted to find out to what
extent the UK public agree, and to find out what demographic factors make a difference.

What did the researchers do and find out?

A nationally representative sample of the UK population was surveyed and it was found that 62% are positive to seeing the
environment at the heart of post-COVID economic recovery. Furthermore, this number is also 62% when focusing on
Conservative voters, and differences due to social class were insignificant. That the whole population is positive is a
confirmation of what we know from other similar polls, but that this applies across demographics is new and unusual.
Normally concern about the environment is appreciably more prominent in the middle classes. It seems there may be
something about COVID that is making environmental concern more universal. We can’t yet be sure what that is but possibly
the experience of a new kind of global emergency makes other coming emergencies seem more real to more people.

What do these findings mean?
These findings mean that in the UK, foregrounding environmental concerns in post-COVID-19 economic policy is not only
necessary but politically realistic.

National and personal economic costs are salient impacts of COVID-19. In the United Kingdom (UK), government
spending is expected to increase by 10% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) for the first affected financial year, but
in the most affected quarter GDP is expected to fall by 35% and unemployment to double (Her Majesty’s Treasury,
2020b; Office for Budget Responsibility, 2020). In addition to increased unemployment, 7.5 million workers have been
furloughed on 80% of pay (Her Majesty’s Treasury, 2020a). The amount of UK residents with high anxiety has more
than doubled to half of the population (Vassilev & Hamilton, 2020). Although anxiety is affected by more than just
economic concerns, household finances rank third on individuals’ lists of COVID-19-related concerns, only below
mental well-being and work, and well above personal health (Vassilev & Hamilton, 2020).

The environmental crisis has also recently become more salient to politicians and individuals in the UK. In 2019,
the UK parliament declared a Climate Emergency (Hansard House of Commons Debate, 2019). In early 2020 before
the pandemic, when naming the three most important issues facing the country, 32% of UK adults mentioned the
environment, compared to 23% who mentioned the economy (YouGov, 2020). In early 2018, the equivalent figures had
been 10% and 28% respectively, representing a meaningful shift in the balance between these two concerns (ibid.; see
also Ipsos-MORI, 2019). The reasons for this shift are complex but presumably relate in part to high-profile international
scientific reports highlighting the severe risks associated with ecosystem degradation and climate change (IPBES, 2019;
IPCC, 2018).

The three issues of environment, economy, and COVID-19 intersect in complex ways in both reality and in public
perception. The public tends to believe that efforts to preserve the environment come at the cost of the economy (Baker
et al.,, 2017). However, scientific experts have explained that economic activity is itself heavily affected by environmental
crises, and thus this zero-sum perception is inaccurate (IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2018). Further, economists have argued
that environmental prioritisation can provide economic benefits, which may be particularly tangible in the context
of COVID-19, for example because installation of renewable energy infrastructure provides employment (Hepburn,
O’Callaghan, Stern, Stiglitz, & Zenghelis, 2020). Related arguments have been made by the UK government’s own
advisors on climate change (Lord Deben & Baroness Brown of Cambridge, 2020) and by at least two UK government
ministers (Sharma, cited in Harrabin, 2020; Raab, 2020). Further, the environmental and COVID-19 emergencies are both
scientifically complex problems which have led scientific experts to recommend heavy government intervention into
public life. This common aspect might be relevant for how politicians and the public respond to these emergencies.
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Motivation for the Current Study

Data on public opinion would not only help reveal the mechanisms of opinion formation, but would also give political
actors practical information as to the political feasibility of following expert advice related to the environment while
undertaking COVID-19-related economic restructuring. The aim of the current research is therefore to provide such
data. We aim firstly to describe how the UK population as a whole responds to political arguments about economy and
environment in the context of COVID-19, and secondly to examine demographic factors and prior political opinion as
predictors of these responses. As yet, there is little investigation of public opinion on the environment in the context of
COVID-19 and its economic impact (but see discussion section for further relevant work).

Our method is to examine responses of a nationally representative sample to realistic short political speeches
about the place of the environment in post-COVID-19 economic reconstruction. We randomised participants to view
either a speech emphasising that environmental prioritisation is now unaffordable as part of post-COVID-19 economic
reconstruction because of economic damage, or a speech emphasising that environmental prioritisation is necessary as
part of a prosperous economy. Our analytical approach is to make predictions about how support for the environmental
prioritisation speech relative to the environment unaffordable speech will depend on individual factors, which we base
on pre-COVID-19 data and theory. We then intend to interpret results that deviate from our predictions as indications of
how the current context of COVID-19 is influencing opinion. We focus on three main factors previously established as
important: socioeconomic status, education level, and political attitudes.

Socioeconomic Status and Environmental Concern

Although the international picture is very complex (Benegal & Scruggs, 2016; Mayer & Smith, 2017; Pampel, 2014;
VanHeuvelen & Summers, 2019), a wide body of evidence indicates that in advanced industrial nations, higher individual
socio-economic status (SES) tends to be associated with more concern for the environment (Pampel, 2014). (This broad
statement is not intended to diminish the important environmental work done by some disadvantaged communities
in these countries, e.g. Bullard, 1983). In wealthier countries, SES tends to be associated with environmental concern
because environmental issues less directly impact health and personal finances, and affluent individuals can afford
to care about issues that don’t immediately impact their well-being. On the other hand, poor individuals in poorer
countries are more directly affected by environmental problems, but affluent individuals in poor countries can pay to
avoid the problems, leading to weak relations between SES and environmental concern (Pampel, 2014).

It is common in UK datasets to use social grade as an indicator for SES with the standard six-level classification
system (from highest to lowest: A, B, C1, C2, D, E) based on employment status and type. For example: A includes
high managerial, administrative or professional posts; C1 supervisory, clerical and junior managerial, administrative or
professional posts; C2 skilled manual workers; and E casual workers and the unemployed (see Ipsos MediaCT, 2009 for
further details). In the UK, higher SES has been frequently associated with more environmental concern; for example, in
a government data set from 2010, individuals from the highest social grade were more than twice as likely to be classed
as pro-environmental than individuals from the lowest social grade (Rhead, Elliot, & Upham, 2018). More recently,
government data on public opinion is available from mid-March 2020, immediately before the COVID-19 lockdown
began to directly impact public life (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2020). Amongst the highest
two social grades (n = 352), 46% were very concerned about climate change, whereas amongst the lowest two (n = 569),
only 24% were very concerned (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2020, cross-tabulation Table
52). Especially as COVID-19 is likely to exacerbate social inequalities (Chinn, Klier, Stern, & Tesfu, 2020), we predict
higher SES (indicated by social grade) will be strongly associated with higher relative support for the environmental
prioritisation speech in the current study.

Political Opinion and Environmental Concern

Individuals with conservative political preferences typically prioritise the environment less, for two distinct reasons.
Especially in Anglophone countries, increased political polarisation is associated with an increase in social identification
with political groupings, and the conservative social identity now incorporates scepticism towards the importance of
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climate change and environment as an in-group identifier (Driscoll, 2019; Smith & Mayer, 2019). These social-identity
related processes of opinion formation can be in large part independent of specific argument content (Tesler, 2018).
The second explanation for conservatives deprioritising the environment is based on specific arguments, however.
Environmentalists are perceived as supporting intrusive regulations (Layzer, 2012) that are perceived as economically
damaging (Baker et al.,, 2017), and both intrusive regulations and economic harms conflict with conservative values.

In the UK, recent data confirms that voters for the Conservative party (the mainstream right-wing party, currently in
government) are less concerned about the environment compared to other voters. For example, nationally representative
data from 2016 showed that 65% of Conservative voters were worried about climate change, compared to 70% of all
adults (Fisher, Fitzgerald, & Poortinga, 2018). In late 2019, 57% of Conservative voters believed that the government’s
target date for net zero greenhouse gas emissions was too late, compared to 64% of all adults, and similar survey results
were shown in 2019 (Britain Thinks, 2019). Although these effects are modest, we predict that relative support for the
environmental prioritisation speech will be lower amongst Conservative voters in this study. The effect may be more
pronounced in the context of this study because the speech that deprioritises the environment specifically claims that
environmental prioritisation is unaffordable.

Education and Environmental Concern

More education is consistently correlated with increased concern for the environment (Meyer, 2015). The reasons for
this could include social-identity related processes as outlined above. However, greater knowledge of the scientific
consensus around climate change uniquely predicts greater concern about climate change, even when accounting for a
range of socio-cultural factors in the UK (van der Linden, 2015). More education is also related to environmental concern
in recent nationally representative UK samples (e.g. Britain Thinks, 2019). Therefore, we predict that more education
will be associated with stronger relative support for the environmental prioritisation speech in this study.

The association between education and environmental concern is moderated by political opinion, at least in US
samples. For political conservatives, the association is weaker or even negative, because of the different information
sources and norms that circulate in different political communities (Hamilton, 2011; McCright, 2011). We therefore also
predict that the effects of education on relative speech support will be weaker for Conservative voters.

Method

YouGov surveyed a sample of 1654 UK (without Northern Ireland) adults between 30 April and 1 May 2020 using an
active sampling procedure that approximately balanced the sample to nationally representative quotas for age, gender,
social grade, education level, region, political attention, and 2019 General Election and 2016 EU Referendum votes.
YouGov further calculated a weight variable using the above variables to match the sample to national population
records. Weighting was not excessive (10% and 90% quantiles for the weight variable were 0.58 and 1.52 respectively)
indicating adequate quota balance. The anonymous data was commissioned from YouGov by the Extinction Rebellion,
an environmental campaigning organisation, and released publicly at https://osf.io/8edf3/.

In a between-subjects design, participants were instructed to read one randomly selected speech and then respond to
three questions in randomised order, with responses on 7-point Likert scales:

+ “Based on this speech, how likely would you be to vote for this politician?” Response options: Very unlikely (coded 1);
Unlikely, Somewhat unlikely; Neither likely nor unlikely; Somewhat likely; Likely; Very likely (coded 7).

« “Are the values displayed in this speech similar or different to your own values?” Response options: Very different
(coded 1); Different; Somewhat different; Neither similar nor different; Somewhat similar; Similar; Very similar (coded 7).

« “Do you agree or disagree that the arguments in this speech make good sense?” Response options: Strongly disagree
(coded 1); Disagree; Somewhat disagree; Neither agree nor disagree; Somewhat agree; Agree; Strongly agree (coded 7).

The speeches were balanced for total number of words (138) and the occurrence numbers of the following key phrases:
act, climate change, COVID-19, economy, pandemic, prosperous economy, threat, warnings from experts. To improve
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the ecological validity of the speeches, a UK Member of Parliament and a UK national TV news editor were consulted
on draft versions. The chief difference between the speeches was an emphasis that environmental prioritisation is now
unaffordable because of economic damage, versus an emphasis that environmental prioritisation is necessary as part
of a prosperous economy. The speeches additionally differed in emphasising the different nature of the COVID-19 and
climate threats, versus emphasising their similarity in terms of requirements to actively respond to expert warnings. The
design choice deliberately sacrificed the possibility to distinguish potential effects of these two varying aspects in favour
of ecological validity: most political speeches would conflate these aspects. Each speech began with the same preamble
intended to provide a politically realistic context:

Thanks to the sacrifices of doctors, nurses, other key workers, and everyone doing their bit by
staying at home, we may soon have passed the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The time will then
come to repair the very serious damage to our economy. As we do so, there will be those who call
for the environment to be a key focus as the economy is rebuilt. [Continues with one of the two
sections below.]

Environment unaffordable:

However, we must not be distracted by attempts to link COVID-19 and climate change. Warnings
from experts should not be ignored, but these two threats are different and each requires us to
act differently. The pandemic has caused so much damage to our economy that we can't currently
afford to focus on the environment. Only with a prosperous economy will we later be able to
resume our focus on climate change.

Environment prioritised:

And indeed, we must learn the lesson that we ignore warnings from experts at our peril, with
regard to pandemics or climate change. COVID-19 is a wake-up call, but one that shows we can
act. The environment must therefore be at the heart of our future economy, as we rebuild a society
prepared to tackle catastrophic climate change. Only if we also address this threat will a prosperous
economy be sustainable.

Education was calculated by collapsing 20 provided categories to six ordinal levels: No formal qualifications (scored
as 1); GCSE (primarily exam-based qualifications typically taken at age 16) or equivalent; A-level (similar to GCSE but
typically taken at age 18) or equivalent; tertiary education not conferring a university degree; first university degree;
higher university degree (scored as 6). Social grade was indicated in the six ordinal categories used in the UK (A, B,
C1, C2, D, and E) with the highest grade (A) scored 6. For each of Education and Social grade, to enable dichotomous
analyses the first three and second three categories were further grouped. As a proxy for right-wing political attitudes, a
dichotomous variable Conservative vote was created: voted Conservative in the 2019 general election (1) or did not (0).

All statistical and graphical analyses were conducted in R (R Core Team, 2019) and were weighted with the
YouGov-provided weighting variable. R code which replicates the analyses is available at https://osf.io/945wg/. The
models were constructed with the svyglm function (Lumley, 2010) with default parameters, which implements a linear
regression model of standard type (except for the weighting; see R code). Alpha was set at .05 for confirmatory tests.
Hypotheses for the effects of each predictor variable on relative speech support (operationalised as interactions with
Speech condition) were created prior to analysis.

Results

Responses to the three questions were very strongly correlated (Spearman’s r between .73 and .80, Cronbach’s a = .92),
so they were combined into a mean composite (called Support) and transformed by subtracting 4 so that 0 represents
neutrality and the limits are -3 (full opposition) to 3 (full support). Support was modelled using weighted linear
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regression as a function of the variables shown in Table 1 (Ridjusted = .17). Education and Social grade were entered as
centred scale variables.

All research questions regard the Speech condition and its interactions, because a variable’s interaction with Speech
measures how that variable is associated with differences in Support for the two speeches. All other main effects
relate to different Support levels irrespective of Speech condition, and therefore do not inform the research questions.
These main effects are included in the model to control for differences in Support independent of Speech condition
(and revealed that less educated people and Conservative voters give higher Support irrespective of which speech they
viewed, Table 1).

Participants gave more Support to the environment prioritised (main effect of Speech, Table 1). Interactions with
Speech were detected for Education and Conservative vote, but not Social grade, Age, or Gender. These interactions
indicate the following. Each 1-point increase in Education (6-point scale) was associated with 0.29 points, 95% CI
[0.17, 0.41], more Support (7-point scale) for the environment prioritised speech compared to the environment unafford-
able speech. However, higher Support is given to the environment prioritised speech even by those without tertiary
education (Figure 1, left panels; #837) = 4.70, p < .001, Mood’s median test). Support was higher for the environment
prioritised speech even when focusing on the subset of Conservative voters (Figure 1, lower panels; #599) = 2.05,
p = .041, Mood’s median test). This difference in Support was, however, 0.90 points smaller, 95% CI [0.51, 1.30] in
Conservative voters compared to the rest of the population.

The significant three-way interaction between Speech, Vote, and Education (Table 1) suggested that the combined
effects of Education and not voting Conservative were more than just additive (Figure 1). Although increased Education
and not voting Conservative each have moderate effects, together the effects are stronger (Figure 1; top right panel).
The regression coefficient indicates that for each additional point of education, Conservative voters compared to others
displayed a 0.28 point, 95% CI [0.10, 0.47] lower increase in the extent to which the environment prioritised speech
was more strongly supported. Given that this figure is 0.29 in the whole population (Education by Speech interaction
coefficient), this indicates that for Conservative voters, unlike for others, education is not associated with relative
support for the speeches (Figure 1; bottom panels).

Table 1

Linear Regression Model of Speech Support

Model term b SE t P

Intercept -0.53 0.11 -5.04 <.001
Speech condition (environment prioritisation = 1) 0.99 0.13 7.66 <.001
Conservative vote (yes = 1) 0.74 0.18 4.13 <.001
Age (years) 0.01 0.00 1.09 276
Gender (female = 1) 0.04 0.13 0.32 748
Social grade (1-6) -0.04 0.04 -0.95 .340
Education (1-6) -0.12 0.05 -2.38 017
Speech x Conservative vote -0.90 0.20 -4.48 <.001
Speech x Age 0.00 0.01 -0.70 .486
Speech x Gender 0.29 0.16 1.88 .060
Speech x Social grade 0.09 0.05 1.80 .072
Speech x Education 0.29 0.06 4.65 <.001
Conservative vote x Education 0.09 0.07 1.20 .229
Speech x Conservative vote x Education -0.28 0.10 -2.97 .003

Note. For dichotomous variables, the alternative not mentioned above was coded as 0 (Speech: environment unaffordable; Conservative vote: no;
Gender: male). Parameters for model terms significant at alpha = .05 are shown in bold.
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Figure 1

Frequency Density Plots for Support, by Education and Conservative Vote
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Note. Kernel density calculated using the default parameters of the geom_density R function.

Inspection of the diagnostic residual plots (Q-Q and residuals versus fitted values) revealed adequate model fit except
the residual distribution had somewhat heavy tails. To test for robustness, the data was therefore also modelled using
binary logistic regression by collapsing Support to a dichotomous variable (positive or negative). The results were
substantively the same (see Supplementary Materials for details).

Collapsing Support to positive (>0), negative (<0), or neutral (=0) responses allows simple and informative visualisa-
tions (Figure 2), showing that 62% of participants are positive to the environment prioritised speech, whether or not
Conservative voters. However, although 41% of all voters are negative towards the environment unaffordable speech,
this figure was only 26% in Conservative voters.

Because of the unexpected failure to detect an effect of Social grade on relative Support for the speeches (no
interaction between Speech and Social grade), we provide responses to the environment prioritised speech broken down
by social grade, in a form suitable for comparison with the above-mentioned recent UK government figures. Of the two
highest social grades, A and B, 65%, 95% CI [59%, 70%] gave a positive response to the environment prioritised speech,
whereas it was 59%, 95% CI [50%, 67%] for the two lowest social grades, D and E. The Speech by Social grade interaction
regression coefficient 95% CI of [-0.01, 0.18] suggests that any undetected effect is unlikely to represent more than a 0.90
point difference in relative Support between the lowest and highest social grades (0.90 = 95% CI upper limit of 0.18 * 5
steps between grades).
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Figure 2
Percentages + 95% Confidence Intervals for Negative (<0), Positive (>0), or Neutral (=0) Speech Responses, Showing (a) UK Population, and (b) Conservative
Voters Only

(a) UK population (n = 1654) (b) Conservative voters only (n = 601)
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Discussion

This work aimed to explore the UK public’s support for different political speeches concerning the economy and the
environment in the context of COVID-19, and to test predictions that greater support for environmental prioritisation
would be positively associated with education, social grade, and not voting Conservative, but with the effects of
education attenuated in Conservative voters. The UK public gave stronger support to a speech arguing for environ-
mental prioritisation as part of post-COVID-19 economic recovery measures, in comparison to a speech arguing that
environmental prioritisation is now unaffordable because of COVID-19 related economic damage. This held across
all investigated subsamples based on demographics and political affiliation. In fact, despite our predictions based on
(amongst other sources) UK data collected immediately prior to COVID-19 lockdown, social grade had no detected effect
on relative speech support, with confidence intervals suggesting that any undetected effect was probably modest.

Although we did observe the predicted effects whereby Conservative voters and the less educated showed a lower
tendency to give more support to the environment prioritised speech, these moderation effects were modest. When
examining positive versus negative or neutral ratings of the environment prioritised speech, for example, 62% of
Conservative voters were positive, the same as in the whole sample. These results are surprising given that apart from
health-related issues, at the time of data collection the UK national discourse concerning COVID-19 was dominated by
discussion of economic impact.’

Because of the goal of measuring opinion in the explicitly mentioned context of COVID-19, our results are not
directly comparable with pre-COVID-19 measures of environmental concern. This is not to say compatible measures
are no longer possible (for example the UK Government could re-implement its regular polling of opinion on energy
and climate change which was suspended due to COVID-19 lock-down; Department for Business, Energy & Industrial
Strategy, 2020). However, these results indicate that COVID-19 has not reduced public desire to prioritise the environ-
ment. Further, this conclusion is now supported by converging evidence. A comprehensive international poll conducted
in mid-April 2020 (Ipsos Global Advisor, 2020) found the following with respect to its nationally representative UK
sample. Most people (66%) agreed that climate change is as serious a crisis as COVID-19. Most people (58%) agreed that
government actions should prioritize climate change in the economic recovery after COVID-19 (note the close match
with our 62% positive to environmental prioritisation). However, also reflecting our results, a substantial minority (46%)

1) Factiva searches for UK newspaper content between 23 March 2020 (the date of UK lock-down) and 14" May 2020 revealed 4513 hits for “(economy or
unemployment) and covid” and 1269 hits for “(environment or climate change) and covid”, a ratio of 3.6 to 1.

Journal of Social and Political Psychology
2021, Vol. 9(1), 321-333

GOLD
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.6917 B PsychOpen


https://www.psychopen.eu/

Kenward & Brick 329

did agree that the environment should sometimes be sacrificed for the sake of the economy. A further UK opinion poll
conducted in April (Stone, 2020) found that 48% agreed that the government should respond “with the same urgency to
climate change as it has with COVID-19”, with 28% disagreeing. Even more recent surveys from the UK and USA suggest
that although there is some evidence for a finite pool of worry, increases in concern about COVID-19 have not been
accompanied by correspondingly large decreases in environmental concern (Bostrom, Bohm, Hayes, & O’Connor, 2020;
Evensen et al., 2021).

Due to logistic constraints, it was not possible to measure further psychological variables that would have properly
clarified the psychological processes that lead to the opinions measured here (Pearson, Schuldt, & Romero-Canyas, 2016;
van der Linden, 2015). However, some conclusions about processes governing opinions are possible. More educated indi-
viduals prefer environmental prioritisation, which can be explained with reference to studies showing the importance of
accurate knowledge of climate change processes for motivating concern (Shi, Visschers, Siegrist, & Arvai, 2016; van der
Linden, 2015).

Conservative voters’ somewhat reduced tendency to give more support to the environment prioritised speech
compared to other voters was likely because of different political priorities (Baker et al, 2017; Layzer, 2012). We
further observed that, in line with our prediction, additional education in Conservative voters did not increase relative
support for environmental prioritisation, unlike in the rest of the population. This result suggests a role for social
identity related processes by which some Conservatives are subject to knowledge resistance (Klintman, 2019), therefore
developing opinions in line with perceived norms for their social group (Driscoll, 2019; Hamilton, 2011; McCright, 2011;
Smith & Mayer, 2019; Tesler, 2018). Individual perceptions of what is believed by others within a social group do not
necessarily reflect what others actually believe, however; and an important part of within-group opinion change is
when individuals become informed that their perceptions of group opinion are out of date (Bicchieri, 2006, 2016; Van
Boven, Ehret, & Sherman, 2018). Given that some Conservatives may be surprised that the majority of Conservatives
are positive towards environmental prioritisation in post-COVID-19 economic reconstruction, publication of this result
could be expected to further increase support.

The finding that social grade was not related to relative support for the different speeches was the most surprising,
given previous strong effects of social grade on environmental concern in the UK (Department for Business, Energy
& Industrial Strategy, 2020; Rhead et al., 2018) and in some other similar countries (Pampel, 2014). While a conclusive
explanation requires further work, potential explanations are available. Low-SES individuals in developed countries
typically place a lower priority on environmental policies because they anticipate personal costs and benefits they can
do without (Baker et al., 2017; Benegal & Scruggs, 2016; Pampel, 2014). During 2019, prompted by high-profile scientific
reports (IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2018), the UK national discourse was at times dominated by discussion of environmental
issues,” with the climate and ecological emergencies often presented as directly threatening to individuals in the UK.
Although this was not in itself enough to remove the association between SES and environmental concern, which was
present in 2020 immediately before the pandemic (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2020), there
are numerous reasons why the context of COVID-19 might have prompted reappraisal by low-SES individuals of their
anticipated personal impact, leading to the current result. Trust in experts may have increased; belief in the possibility
of major social disturbance may have increased; national solidarity may have increased; etc. These possibilities are ripe
for further investigation, but in short, it appears likely that concern for personal well-being is becoming more closely
tied to environmental concerns, and less closely tied to purely economic concerns. In line with this suggestion, a UK
YouGov poll in May 2020 asked participants to choose between “more economic growth” and “improved social and
environmental outcomes” for post-COVID-19 national priorities; only 31% chose economic growth, and 61% chose social
and environmental outcomes (Youel, 2020).

Generalisation of the current findings to different populations or to superficially similar political speeches should
be undertaken only with great caution. In countries such as the USA or Australia, where political polarisation over
the environment is even stronger than in the UK (Colvin & Jotzo, 2021; Hornsey, Harris, & Fielding, 2018), the
environmental prioritisation speech might be rated less well, particular amongst conservatives.

2) Factiva searches for UK newspaper content containing “climate change” revealed 17956 hits for 2019 compared to 8917 hits for 2018, an increase of 101%.
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Regarding the speeches, it is noteworthy that both emphasised the importance of the economy; the key difference in
this regard was that one speech argued that COVID-19 made environmental measures unaffordable, whereas one speech
emphasised that environmental measures are necessary for a sustainable economic recovery. This design decision
was taken to increase the relevance of the results to the mainstream political arena, in which arguments explicitly
discounting the economy are seldom made. We speculate that without this component, the environment prioritised
speech would have been less successful, and the small differences found between Conservative and non-Conservative
voters would have been larger. Indeed, an argument that the environment must take second place to the economy
because of COVID-19 has been found to reduce support for costly environmental measures (Ecker et al., 2020).

In addition to the different ways in which the speeches related COVID-19 to the economy, they also differed in how
they related COVID-19 to the environment (as a wake-up call or as disconnected). Ecker et al. (2020) found that a similar
wake-up call argument was ineffective in increasing pro-environmental sentiment. This might suggest that the most
powerful aspect of the speech was the argument that only if post-COVID-19 economic recovery addresses the climate
will it be truly sustainable. However, we also note that Ecker et al. tested individuals in the US, and they may relate
differently to this argument.

Other contextual factors should also be born in mind when considering the results. Firstly, because of the political
context of Brexit, a vote for the Conservatives in the 2019 UK general election was a less clear-cut indication of support
for conservative ideology than previously (Curtice, 2019). This could perhaps in part explain the smaller than expected
differences between Conservative and non-Conservative voters and therefore reflects an important limitation of the
study. Secondly, by restricting their ordinary indoor activities, COVID-19 had the effect of increasing people’s awareness
of nature, which may have influenced their support for environmental measures (Rousseau & Deschacht, 2020; Severo,
De Guimarées, & Dellarmelin, 2021).

In conclusion, these results and other recent surveys suggest that the public is still hungry for measures to
address environmental crises such as climate change, even during COVID-19. Environmental concern remains high
and is less contingent on political affiliation and SES than in the past. There remains a substantial minority who
believe the environment should rank second to the economy in the current context. Nonetheless, these observations
underline the political feasibility of following expert advice to foreground the environment in post-COVID-19 economic
reconstruction (Hepburn et al., 2020). Despite this, most governments, including that of the UK, have not evidenced
strong prioritisation of the environment in post-COVID-19 reconstruction so far. The corporate analyst Bloomberg
(2020) calculates that only 0.2% of post-COVID government stimulus in the 50 largest economies has been targeted at
the environment. In the UK, the Bank of England has supported four airlines and three carmakers with lending totalling
more than £3 billion under the COVID Corporate Financing Facility scheme (Bank of England, 2020). It is therefore
urgent to inform policy makers that experts and the public agree that the environment should be prioritised.
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