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Foreword
 
 
 
Societal-level behaviour change is needed to tackle climate change. It turns out that the majority of global future 
emissions reductions depend on us reducing our demand for high-carbon activities and materials and taking up 
new low-carbon technologies, according to the International Energy Agency. From changing what we buy and 
what we eat, to changing the technologies we use to heat our homes and travel, reaching Net Zero is conditional 
on large numbers of people taking up green behaviours and products.

Behavioural science can shed light on how this unprecedented behaviour change can be achieved in time. 
People’s behaviours are shaped by their capabilities, opportunities and motivations and their decisions are 
affected by cognitive biases and mental shortcuts. Our behaviour is also strongly affected by our physical and 
social environment - from what is available on supermarket shelves, to what we watch on television. In other 
words, our individual behaviours are embedded within, and constrained by, the world around us. This puts a great 
responsibility on institutions and corporations to not only reduce their own emissions, but to be thoughtful and 
deliberate in how they curate the physical, social and digital world the rest of us occupy. 

Broadcast organisations and content creators therefore have a unique opportunity to make a difference for the 
planet. Through the programs that they produce, the characters that they create, the plot-lines that they develop, 
and the adverts that they broadcast, content creators have the potential to have a far-reaching impact on the 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviours of citizens, and to spark conversations in boardrooms and political arenas 
alike. They are also pivotally placed to help people sift through the maze of choices and claims, to adopt 
behaviours - and products - that can get us to a greener future.

The question of how to best promote a low-carbon future through television, phone, and laptop screens is still up 
for grabs. However, whilst further behavioural research is needed, it is important that we start a conversation about 
what we know so far. It’s time we ask ourselves, how can broadcasters do their best in the race against climate 
change? How can we nudge viewers to decarbonise their lifestyle on screen?

Professor David Halpern 
Chief Executive Officer, The Behavioural Insights Team
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Foreword
 
 
At Sky, we believe in a better world, and we’re committed to reducing our impact on the environment by 
transforming our business to become net zero carbon by 2030. 

As Europe’s largest media and entertainment organisation, we also want to accelerate our industry’s efforts to drive 
global progress towards net zero.  

However, it is now widely accepted that we must shift the behaviour of millions of people to deliver on our 
collective net zero goals. 

That’s why when we became the Principal Partner and Media Partner for COP26, we were clear we wanted to 
lead the way in new standards for the broadcast industry, and to invest in research to better inform our collective 
approach.  

Building on the work of BAFTA’s albert consortium, and Sky’s own Planet Test, the next frontier for our industry will 
be thinking not just about how we can reduce our own carbon footprint, but how we can encourage our viewers 
to do the same. 

We know that what we broadcast has the power to change how we as consumers feel and act. What we see on 
our screens can shock us, inspire us, educate us, and entertain us.

By partnering with the Behavioural Insights Team, we aimed to answer a simple question: how does the content we 
see on our screens influence the sustainable choices we make in our daily lives?  

In this study from BIT and Sky, we spoke to 3,500 people in all the six markets in Europe where Sky operates.  

We are hopeful the results of this study will be the beginning of a growing data set that will inspire broadcasters 
and content creators to work in partnership to encourage - and normalise - less carbon use by consumers. 

For the first time, we have the empirical evidence to help broadcasters understand how change can be achieved if 
we work together. 

We believe that by feeling closer to our planet, to the problems that it faces, and to the solutions available to 
protect it, consumers will truly feel empowered to act. Now we must all commit and work to deliver this.  
 
 
Dana Strong  
Group Chief Executive, Sky  
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Executive summary 

The size of the prize is big

Achieving Net Zero requires widespread behaviour change at a societal level. The majority of future 
emissions reductions - 63% - are, in one way or another, behavioural. This means we must change how we travel, 
how we power and heat our homes, what we eat, and what we consume more broadly. Fortunately, many are 
starting to realise we need to change, with concern about climate change and willingness to take action seeing 
new heights. For instance, BIT’s new survey of 6 European countries shows that 7 in 10 are worried and willing to 
make changes. Still, to decarbonise in time, we need to urgently mobilise consumers on an unprecedented scale. 

Mass media, such as television, can play a pivotal role in encouraging consumers to decarbonise. 
An estimated 4.3 billion people watch TV content on different devices for an average of 2h 54 minutes a day, 
across the world.1 Television can educate, entertain and inspire viewers of the world - and even encourage people 
to change how they behave. Our survey revealed that one in three viewers say a TV programme has inspired 
them to make a change in their lives, with one in four following in the footsteps of a TV character to do something 
differently (interestingly, almost one in two found regular people inspiring). Imagine the potential for emissions 
reductions! If at least one in ten television viewers could really change their behaviours - we would 
save 159 million tonnes of CO2 emissions per year (tCO2e) if they avoided food waste, 258 million 
tCO2e for avoiding a medium-length flight, 244 million tCO2e for switching to a plant-based diet or 
500 million tCO2e for switching to an EV. To put this into perspective, we’ll need to cut our emissions 
by 23.3 billion tCO2e by 2030, if we are to limit global warming to 1.5°C.2

The question must be not if, but how best to use this powerful tool of persuasion for maximum good. 
The potential for television to influence people’s behaviour is well known and has been historically mostly aimed at 
improving public health, boosting gender equality or reducing violence, mostly in developing countries. Only more 
recently have researchers and broadcasters (defined in this report as any organisation broadcasting a program, 
as well as anyone else creating content now or in the future) started to think about using television content to 
encourage sustainability. This area presents both opportunities to build on what we know, and to push the frontiers 
of applied behavioural science. The aim of this report is to help broadcasters continue on this journey 
by providing new data on consumers’ views, and consolidating existing evidence on what works to 
encourage sustainability through content and advertisement.  

There are several ways broadcasters can help people change – and 
the evidence shows it’s necessary and wanted
Broadcasters can help improve people’s knowledge, perceived ease, and normality of sustainable 
behaviours, hence boosting their willingness to take action, our research shows. Behavioural science 
teaches us that these are all important antecedents to the adoption of green behaviours. These also happen to be 
factors that TV and other media can inspire. Looking at a mix of 19 sustainable actions, our survey shows that 66% 
of respondents perceive them as easy, 44% think they’re normal but just 16% know what to do and how. 

What first stands out is the lack of knowledge and perceived normality of many actions, followed 
by the lack of willingness for some of the most impactful ones. Just two in ten viewers know how to 
recycle, how to save energy at home, and which foods are more carbon heavy. The majority of people say they’re 
willing to fly less, to walk and cycle more, and to repair and reuse products, but don’t consider it to be a common 
behaviour. And then there are some notable ‘blank spots’ on this behavioural map, with low levels of willingness for 
many impactful actions such as eating less meat and dairy, switching to EVs, using public transport or switching to 
green pensions. This is where television and other media can help. People's knowledge on 'what to do' and 'how 
to do it', can be boosted by agentic documentaries or news coverage, whilst role models, from regular people 
to the heroes from our favourite movies, can show us that green choices are common, desirable, and give us 
confidence we need to follow through with green behaviours. 
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Figure 1. Where to focus - willingness, perceived ease, and normality of green actions

We want this figure to be filled with pink, blue and yellow. Where cells are grey, we need to explore what 
broadcasters can do to make those actions seem more normal, easy, and desirable.
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Data collected by BIT on 3,604 adults in 6 European countries on 23 Aug -6 Sep 2021Broadcasters have a clear mandate from viewers to encourage them to take up sustainable actions, 
our research shows. Eight in ten support the idea of broadcasters taking specific actions using their content and 
advertisements to encourage viewers to adopt pro-environmental behaviours. This could include educating viewers 
through documentaries, helping them to connect the dots through investigative news coverage, as well as featuring 
issues related to the environment more prominently in fictional content to increase empathy, shift values, or boost 
social desirability of pro-environment choices, from electric cars to new recipes. Such activities will be perceived as 
more legitimate if broadcasters are seen to lead by example. Six in ten viewers expect all production to become 
Net Zero, and five in ten would like broadcasters to donate to environmental charities and run environmental 
awareness campaigns.

The rest of this report seeks to provide evidence-based answers to two big questions: 1) How can 
broadcasters nudge viewers to take up sustainable actions? and 2) How can broadcasters nudge 
themselves to take-up practices that i) make them more sustainable and ii) effectively nudge 
viewers to take up sustainable actions? Based on our evidence review of over 100 academic studies and 
drawing on our expertise in behavioural science, our findings and recommendations are as follows. 
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1. How can broadcasters nudge viewers to take up sustainable actions: 
10 behavioural principles for green TV content creation

 
 

	        What works
	         Good evidence of medium to high impact 

1. Put people centre stage. Shed light on the role of human behaviour across different content, 
provide information on what people should do, and model how.
 
2. Give green content screen time and make it explicit and engaging. Broadcasters should 
give more screen time to sustainability, increase the salience of sustainability in plotlines, and make it 
emotionally engaging for better impact. 
 
3. Target systemic change. Use content to influence public discourse and highlight systemic issues to 
politicians and business leaders for a big impact ‘upstream’.

 

	      What is promising 
          Emerging evidence of medium to high impact

4. Use credible and relatable green messengers. To convince viewers to take up green actions. 
characters, presenters, and talent must be trustworthy and relatable role models.  

5. Promote intergenerational spillover with kid’s content. Broadcasters should use kids’ content 
to encourage positive environmental behaviours amongst children - and their parents.  

       What is helpful
          Good evidence of small impact

6. Make it implicit with background action. Use green product placement and model green 
actions in the background to improve familiarity and create positive attitudes and norms.

7. Promote green choices through adverts and reviews. Ensure adverts and product reviews 
promote green products and behaviours, where possible. 

8. Frame it closer to the individual. Zoom in on local environmental impact and highlight the  
co-benefits of individual action.
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            What to avoid
            Evidence of negative impact

9. Avoid a negative tone. Fearmongering, guilt-tripping, blaming, or preaching can be counter-
productive. 

10. Avoid boilerplate content. Ensure green content has integrity and is tailored across contexts.

2) How can broadcasters nudge themselves to take-up practices 
that i) make them more sustainable and ii) effectively nudge viewers 
to take up sustainable actions? 6 behavioural recommendations 
for broadcasters

1.	 Provide timely advice for production teams on how to reduce their carbon footprint. Although 
production teams are often keen to reduce the carbon footprint of their activities, they may not know what 
steps to take to limit their impacts.  

2.	 Provide helpful tips for broadcasters on how to encourage green behaviours using content. Help 
creators to integrate green messaging into their programs by providing flexible prompts and guidance at 
timely moments. 

3.	  Make public commitments to SMART targets on sustainability. We are more likely to achieve our 
goals when they are specific, time-bound, monitored, and when we commit to them publicly.3 4  

4.	 Introduce industry level awards / rankings. Recognition and transparency can boost performance in 
improving sustainability.  

5.	 Embed iterative and systematic evaluation of what works. Expand the evidence base on nudging 
sustainability via content by (1) rigorously testing new approaches wherever possible; and (2) sharing results 
publicly, so that the rest of the industry can learn from the findings.

Ultimately, broadcasters have a huge opportunity and an equally huge responsibility. This industry 
has an outsized influence on the world and cultural norms. The question is how will they choose to use it? Television 
is important, it provides distraction and entertainment. But does it need to promote unnecessary and unsustainable 
consumption? Or can the broadcasting industry rise to the challenge and become responsible stewards of 
audiences’ attention, desires, knowledge and awareness, and willingness to take action? Broadcasters who’ll take 
up this opportunity will need to manage a difficult balancing act - embedding green messaging to educate and 
inspire, without compromising the intrinsic aim of the content, whether it is to inform or to entertain.

This report represents just a contribution to this conversation at this stage, there are as many questions as there are 
answers. Answering those questions cannot be left solely to academics, who rarely have access to high quality 
content and audiences. Therefore, we call on broadcasters to join us in the mission to build evidence on  ‘work 
works’ to encourage green behaviours via TV content, so that we can create a carbon-neutral future together. 
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Section 1. Setting the scene: Our survey reveals 
broadcasters’ role in saving the planet 
An estimated 4.3 billion people watch TV content on different devices for an average of 2h 54 minutes a day, 
across the world.5  TV content can educate, entertain, and influence viewers’ perceptions of the world – even 
encourage them to change how they behave. TV inspires millions in some of the most important choices they make, 
such as what career to choose or where to live. Our new survey also shows that it has been inspiring audiences 
to take pro-environmental action - avoiding plastics, reducing waste, or switching to a plant-based diet. One in 
three viewers say a TV programme has inspired them to make a change in their lives, with one in four following 
in the footsteps of a TV character to do something differently. And the influence audiences are less aware of, is 
surely even more pervasive than that - subtly influencing what behaviours, values, and beliefs we think of as normal, 
aspirational, good, and true. 

An adage of behavioural science is that there is ‘no such thing as a neutral choice environment’ – in other words, 
influence is unavoidable. The adverts you choose to broadcast; the actions of your characters; the knowledge 
you impart; the lifestyles you convey through drama and reality TV; the news you cover; the design of your online 
platforms through which viewers make viewing choices - these are all influencing your audience in one way or 
another. But, is it being done thoughtfully? Perhaps in some areas it is – we’re often extremely careful to promote 
sound values in children’s TV, for example. But what about the rest of society, and their relationship to the planet? 
Is the industry yet part of the solution? Is it yet to recognise this responsibility at all? Or worse, are there instances 
where it is a part of the problem, as a myriad of other sectors may be, unwittingly promoting unsustainable 
consumption?

Evidence – in this report and beyond – shows that these considerations matter. Broadcasters’ power to shape films, 
TV shows, News, or documentaries can inform, and motivate behaviour change. Evidence on positive effects of 
edutainment and other forms of media influence is strong, if patchy, and summarised in detail later in this report. 
Historically, a lot of content messaging and research in this field has focused on issues of public health, poverty, 
and violence reduction in developing countries. Only more recently have researchers turned their attention to 
content designed to encourage sustainable behaviours, but the research – and practice – in this space is still 
emerging, with many questions left unanswered. This report is therefore part user-guide, drawing on the best 
evidence available to encourage the broadcasting industry to act now, but also a call to action to continue to 
learn what works through gold-standard research. 

As world leaders gather in Glasgow at the 2021 United Nations Climate Change Conference, 
we ask in this report, how could this powerful tool of education, inspiration, and persuasion be 
harnessed to encourage viewers to take up pro-environmental action needed to save the planet? 
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Survey findings: a strong mandate for action, and clues on promising 
target areas 
We surveyed 3,604 people across 6 countries in which Sky operates: Austria, Germany, Ireland, Italy, 
Switzerland, and the UK. The results highlight not only a strong mandate for broadcasters to support green 
choices among their viewers, but by exploring some of the barriers to green actions, we can begin to see where 
broadcasters should focus their efforts to have maximum impact. 

Broadcasters can make a real difference – and people expect them to. Eight in ten support the idea of 
broadcasters taking specific actions using their content and advertisements to encourage viewers to adopt pro-
environmental behaviours. Educating people through documentaries (85%), advertising green products (82%), and 
increased news coverage of environmental issues (80%) were perceived as the most appropriate, followed by 
featuring issues relating to the environment more prominently in dramas and feature films and more implicit ways, 
such as increasing exposure of pro-environmental technologies and behaviours within TV content (74%). 

Such activities will be perceived as more legitimate if broadcasters are seen to lead by example. 
Six in ten viewers expect all production to become Net Zero, and five in ten would like broadcasters to donate to 
environmental charities and run environmental awareness campaigns.

Viewers are already being inspired by TV content. One in three had previously been inspired to make a 
change in their life by TV content, and one in four were inspired by a TV personality or a fictional TV character. 
For instance, participants reported going to medicine thanks to Grey’s anatomy, growing their own vegetables 
after watching the Good Life, avoiding buying plastics following the Blue Planet, buying sustainable fish following 
the Seaspiracy or reducing their waste, thanks to a News segment. For instance, our respondents attributed the 
following behaviours to content they had seen: ‘I now shop second-hand’ (AT), I use glass bottles instead of 
plastic’ (AT), ‘I lowered the temperature I wash at’ (CH), ‘I pay more attention to recycling and try to consume 
less’ (IT), ‘I became vegan’ (DE), or ‘I use less electricity and heating’ (IT). As for who inspires them to do things 
differently, most cited regular people (41%), followed by activists (33%), charities (32%), a television/movie 
character (25%), a sports personality (23%), or a television personality (22%). Businesses (22%) and politicians 
(18%) ended up at the bottom of the ranking.

Concern about the environment is at an all-time high, and so is people’s willingness to take further 
individual action. Seven in ten people are worried about the environment and seven in ten are willing to make 
changes in their lives to fight the climate crisis, with eight in ten thinking that their action – however small – can 
make a difference, according to BIT’s exclusive new survey.

However, people feel overwhelmed by the choice of actions they could take, often don’t know 
which steps will make a real difference, and don’t know how to follow-through. Looking across 19 
sustainable actions, 66% perceive them on average as easy, 44% think they’re normal, but just 16% demonstrate 
the knowledge of what actions to take to reduce their carbon footprint. The lack of knowledge, in particular, stands 
out. Still just two in ten know how to recycle, save energy at home, and which foods are more carbon intensive. 
Lack of normality is also pronounced. The majority of people say they’re willing to fly less, to walk and cycle more, 
or to repair and reuse products, but don’t consider it to be a common behaviour. And then there are some notable 
‘blank spots’ on this behavioural map, with low levels of willingness for many impactful actions such as eating less 
meat and diary, switching to EVs, using public transport, or switching to green pensions. 
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Figure 2. Key dimensions for broadcasters to focus on: perceived normality, ease, and knowledge 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
By exploring willingness, perceived ease, and perceived normality of 19 behaviours, we can 
identify the bottlenecks to action. Is there a lack of knowledge about the behaviour or how to do it? A lack 
of perceived normality or social desirability? Or a lack of confidence in being able to take up the action (self-
efficacy)? Behavioural science theory shows that these are all important antecedents to the adoption of green 
behaviours. These happen to also be factors that TV and other media can inspire. Our knowledge on what to do 
and how can be boosted by documentaries, DIY, travel and cookery shows, or news coverage. Role models, 
from normal people to heroes in favourite shows, can demonstrate that green actions are common, aspirational, 
and possible, giving us the motivation and confidence we need to follow through. In the figure below, any grey 
cell represents something which is ‘missing’ and could be a valuable focal point for broadcasters (for example, 
walking and cycling more is perceived as relatively easy and has high willingness, but isn’t seen as normal). 
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Figure 1. Willingness, perceived ease, and normality of green actions by behaviour 
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response bias. Ireland tended to be the least willing to fly less often, while Austria was the most reluctant to switch 
to low emissions vehicles, do green banking, or donate to an environmental charity. Almost everyone, across all 
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Section 2. How can broadcasters nudge viewers 
to take up sustainable actions? 
With a reach into billions of homes worldwide, the potential that broadcasters have to nudge viewers into taking 
up greener behaviours is huge. So much of our lives are lived through media - the consumption and curation of 
knowledge, stories, aspirations and fears, social connections, or role models. In 2021, with our lives so saturated by 
digital media, this feels instinctively obvious. But what evidence is actually out there on the impact that media can 
have on public green attitudes and behaviours? And how can behavioural science guide broadcasters to produce 
stories, shows, and content that packs the biggest punch for promoting pro-environmental behaviour changes 
in their viewers? We conducted a rapid evidence review of relevant literature to identify how broadcasters can 
encourage consumers to adopt sustainable behaviours (see Box 2).
 

Figure 3. Summary of review topic areas

How does it work? Our theory of change

To change viewers’ attitudes – and potentially behaviours – research shows that broadcasters need to transport 
us with engaging content, populated with characters we can identify with. According to cultural studies theory, the 
two key mechanisms for broadcasters to influence viewers is through i) transportation6 and ii) identification.7 As for 
transportation, the more a film or a show is emotionally engaging, the more immersed we get which makes us more 
receptive to the arguments outlined, even if they run counter to our current viewpoint.8 Looking at identification, if 
the characters on screen reflect our characteristics, views or aspirations, we’re more likely to connect with them 
emotionally and perceive them as role models of behaviours we should seek to emulate. 

This theory of media influence is mirrored in several other well-evidenced concepts from behavioural science. For 
instance, we know people are more likely to follow and believe information coming from credible messengers 
(think documentary presenters or news anchors). ‘Social proof’ highlights the power of role models, or the 
perceived majority, to convey to us that behaviours are normal, sensible, desirable, or expected of us (think of the 
behaviour of characters in your fictional content - are they driving electric cars?). Seeing others adopt behaviours, 
or gaining insight into how to overcome barriers, can also give us the confidence to follow through and the belief 
that we can succeed (self-efficacy). There are even impacts from ‘mere exposure’ to products and activities (think 
of a character carelessly drinking from a plastic bottle) which can make us more likely to recognise and purchase 
a product, or emulate the same behaviour. Figure 4 below summarises the most relevant behavioural mechanisms 
through which media content can influence a range of psychological antecedents to behaviour (awareness, 
attitudes, intent, and self-efficacy).
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Figure 4. How TV content and adverts influence us
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2.1 Ten behavioural principles for green TV content creation

Having undertaken an evidence review of the behavioural, cultural, and social sciences literature relating to TV 
and media influence, we have distilled 10 key principles for using content to encourage viewers to consider and 
adopt pro-environmental behaviours. These are intended to help guide broadcasters, further develop industry 
conversations on the topic and inspire more research to improve on the existing evidence base. We include 
thought-starters on the impact that dramatic devices (e.g characters, narratives, plot points, and background set 
content and ‘product placements’) could have on viewers, but also discuss the potential that broadcasters have 
to impact viewers in the ad-break or through promotion via social media. Based on the current evidence, we are 
sharing our assessment on ‘what works’, ‘what is promising’, ‘what is helpful’ and ‘what to avoid’ when producing 
green content. The rest of this section summarises the principles and the scientific rationale behind them, based on 
existing research to date. 

	        What works
	         Good evidence of medium to high impact 

1. Put people centre stage. Shed light on the role of human behaviour across different content, 
provide information on what people should do, and model how.
 
2. Give green content screen time and make it explicit and engaging. Broadcasters should 
give more screen time to sustainability, increase the salience of sustainability in plotlines, and make it 
emotionally engaging for better impact. 
 
3. Target systemic change. Use content to influence public discourse and highlight systemic issues to 
politicians and business leaders for a big impact ‘upstream’.

 



15The Behavioural Insights Team / Evidence-based guide for broadcasters

	      What is promising 
          Emerging evidence of medium to high impact

4. Use credible and relatable green messengers. To convince viewers to take up green actions. 
characters, presenters, and talent must be trustworthy and relatable role models.  

5. Promote intergenerational spillover with kid’s content. Broadcasters should use kids’ content to 
encourage positive environmental behaviours amongst children - and their parents.  

       What is helpful
          Good evidence of small impact

6. Make it implicit with background action. Use green product placement and model green 
actions in the background to improve familiarity and create positive attitudes and norms.

7. Promote green choices through adverts and reviews. Ensure adverts and product reviews 
promote green products and behaviours, where possible. 

8. Frame it closer to the individual. Zoom in on local environmental impact and highlight the  
co-benefits of individual action.

        What to avoid
            Evidence of negative impact

9. Avoid a negative tone. Fearmongering, guilt-tripping, blaming, or preaching can be counter-
productive. 

10. Avoid boilerplate content. Ensure green content has integrity and is tailored across contexts.
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What works
Good evidence of medium to high impact 
 

1. Put people centre stage: 

Shed light on the role of human behaviour and provide information on what people should do and 
model how. The majority of people still lack critical knowledge on what actions to take to help address climate 
change, and many key green behaviours are still far from being perceived as normal. Across all categories of 
content, broadcasters should plug these gaps in knowledge, motivation, and confidence by focusing on providing 
information on what people can do and using role modelling to actively demonstrate how to go about it. 

For illustration, i) contestants could prepare a plant-based recipe in a cooking show, DIY / home improvement 
shows can focus on energy efficiency, and travel shows can emphasise local vacations or trips by train (Reality 
and Lifestyle TV), ii) a family could discuss reducing their waste (Drama/Comedy show), iii) a wildlife documentary 
could include advice for individuals on how they should buy eco-friendly products (e.g. without palm oil) not just 
emphasise environmental catastrophe from related agriculture (Documentary), iv) News segments and breakfast 
shows could explore barriers to acting green and share stories for overcoming them (News & Chat Shows).

Broadcasters should also build narratives that focus on human responsibility, agency, and consequences, not just 
environmental catastrophes. This is critical to build people’s sense of self-efficacy  and capacity to act - not the 
same as implying personal responsibility of guilt (see principle 10 for why a negative approach to this should be 
avoided). In practice, this might involve references within an episode to purchasing an electric vehicle or having 
characters model selecting vegetarian options in restaurant scenes. Fictional stories should reflect that humans are 
responsible for environmental damage, but also showcase and inspire human solutions, and incorporate plotlines 
with collective action making a difference. Similarly, nonfictional content could include presenting stories about 
individuals or families affected by climate, rather than only talking about nature’s degradation.

Rationale

Broadcasters could play a major role in addressing gaps in people’s knowledge and perceived normality of 
behaviours by putting people centre stage. Our survey has found that on average 32% find many green behaviours 
uncommon and 83% don’t know enough about what to do. Looking at normality, many think that the majority 
doesn’t save energy at home (33%) or use public transport (50%). Gaps in knowledge are even more glaring - 
38% don’t know buying energy-efficient appliances saves energy, 35% think EVs are producing more greenhouse 
gases than petrol and diesel cars, and 80% can’t correctly rank the carbon footprint of even basic foods. 
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Social modelling should be particularly effective at helping viewers to learn what to do and how. We pick up 
new behaviours through ‘social modelling’, that is, by observing others demonstrate something new.9 Indeed, 
‘social modelling’ in both fictional and non-fictional content on screen shows previous success in promoting green 
attitudes and behaviours. For instance, a Vietnamese soap opera that modelled sustainable agricultural practices 
has been associated with a 31% drop in insecticide spray usage amongst local farmers.10  An Indian soap opera 
tackling multiple green issues is credited with inspiring local community-level action on tree planting and fuel 
conservation through bike riding.11 12 Moreover, News broadcasts that report on what people can and are doing 
for the environment give viewers more hope and less fear for the future, and boost green behavioural intentions.13 14 
Given that modelling on screen also impacts other behavioural contexts (e.g. health behaviours like HIV testing and 
toilet installation 15 16 17), it is deemed as a key tool for creating green content. 

Viewers also need to understand the role of human action in driving, mitigating, and adapting to climate change 
in order to have environmental ‘self-efficacy’.18 19 In fact, people heavily criticise narratives that fail to represent 
human agency in stories about the environment.20 21 For instance, ‘catastrophe narratives’ seen in climate disaster 
movies (e.g. ‘Day after tomorrow’) 22 23 or nonfictional content that under-represents human environmental 
damage on screen are deemed unhelpful because the lack of human agency makes it easier to hold on to beliefs 
that justify climate inaction (e.g. technosalvation)24 25 and jeopardise self-efficacy. This also holds true for our 
news, as currently climate disaster content is rarely accompanied with advice on what people can do to help.26 
Evidence shows that personal climate stories with identifiable victims can significantly increase people’s worries 
and perceptions of climate risks, 27 and news stories about how people can change their behaviour to be green 
can increase pro-environmental behavioural intentions and increase hope in viewers across the entire political 
spectrum.28 29 

2.  Give it screen time, make it explicit and engaging 

Broadcasters should give green content more screen time, more salience in plots and scenes, and 
make it emotionally engaging for better impacts. Engagement is broadcasters’ bread and butter, but 
attention could be given to making environmental messages or moments more engaging and emotional through 
common cinematic devices. Frequency could be enhanced by building ecological beliefs and traits into core 
characters within a show so that green issues can fluently be raised time and time again. Salience could be 
increased by bringing environmental themes into key plots and episode conflicts (e.g. main characters discussing 
how they need to save energy at home, a key scandal around a fundraiser to install solar panels at a community 
centre). 

Rationale

Consistent exposure to messages over time increases how normal the viewer perceives a new behaviour to be, or 
how important they perceive an issue to be,30 31 and immersive and engaging content makes viewers more likely 
to remember key messages (and less likely to argue with information they initially disagree with).32 33 34  Ultimately, 
these factors make viewers more likely to change their environmental attitudes and behaviours. 

Frequency and length of exposure, salience, and emotional engagement all make a difference. Looking at 
frequency, evidence shows that just a single viewing of the environmental documentary ‘Blue Planet II’ was not 
associated with actual behavioural change, defined as a reduction in plastic purchase and use immediately post-
viewing, in a small lab experiment.35 But we know from repeated exposure and discussion of the programme in the 
media that Blue Planet still improved participants’ knowledge in the experiment, and we know that real-life viewers 
at least displayed some change in proxy behaviours, such as googling, social media posts or stated intentions.36 
However, longer exposure makes a difference – farmers who viewed cumulatively more episodes of a sustainable 
agriculture soap-opera showed larger reductions in fertilizer and pesticide use (up to 60% less).37 

Overt, salient focus on behaviours also helps. For example, one study found that an Indian soap-opera effectively 
increased engagement with environmental themes amongst viewers by including clips of a popular film actress 
actively discussing and re-emphasising green behaviours after each show, thereby increasing their salience to 
viewers.38 The strength of emotional engagement with the subject matter is also important. For instance, a study 
found that viewers with a greater emotional response to an eco-disaster film had more intention to sacrifice effort 
and money to take up sustainable actions.
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Box 1. Case study: Game Zero 

On 19th September 2021, Sky partnered with Tottenham Hotspur to broadcast the first ever Net Zero 
carbon major football match. The match aimed to: 

•	 Reduce environmental impacts of the match itself by using greener sources of energy to 
power the game, eco-friendly travel to and from the stadium for both fans and clubs, and more 
plant-based food options at the stadium.

•	 Promote green behaviour change to viewers by embedding discussions on climate 
change throughout the programming.

Specifically, Sky used the following techniques to encourage green behaviour change: 

•	 Making it relatable: Research shows that football fans, as a group, tend to be slightly less 
engaged with issues relating to the environment.39 By using football as an engaging and 
relatable starting point, Sky were more likely to grab the attention of this group of viewers.

•	 Messenger effect: During Game Zero, Sky featured football pundits discussing their concerns 
about the environment and what green behaviour changes they have brought about in their 
own lives. Given that we are more receptive to messengers who we find relatable,40 these 
conversations could have been more engaging for the target demographic (ie. 18-39 male Sky 
sports consumers). 

Sky has found promising evidence that Game Zero positively impacted viewers’ engagement with 
the idea of green behaviour change. Immediately following Game Zero, there was a 485% increase 
in page views of the Sky Zero website (which includes information and tips on how individuals can 
reduce their carbon footprint) compared to the daily average. 

3.  Target systemic change 

Use content to influence public discourse and highlight systemic issues to politicians and business 
leaders for a big impact ‘upstream’. While news and documentaries can effect individual behaviour-change, 
they also have the potential to kickstart broader societal debates on the role of systemic factors on climate change, 
encouraging policy-makers and business leaders to act. Broadcasters should consider commissioning powerful 
documentaries which shed light on overlooked issues (similar to Ocean Rescue or Cowspiracy) and producing 
investigative news coverage to help viewers connect the dots and hold stakeholders accountable.

Rationale

Evidence shows that media content can promote action from politicians and investors, with impacts trickling down 
to individuals. The effect of the ‘Blue Planet’ documentary is a case in point. Whilst we have seen some evidence 
suggesting it had little direct impact on behaviour, the most watched program of 201741 certainly caused a public 
outcry and impressed  politicians, such as the UK’s then Secretary of State for the Environment who credited it as 
their inspiration in the run up to banning a number of single use plastic items in the UK.42 The ‘Blue Planet Effect’ was 
also reflected in parliamentary discussions – plastic pollution was mentioned eight times more after the release of 
the documentary than before.43 44 Similarly, a 2008 television campaign against caged hens increased sales of 
free-range chicken by a third in the UK,45  46 and a similar trend in New Zealand has led to all major supermarkets 
phasing out cage-farmed eggs from 2024.47 Anecdotally, celebrity chef Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s 
documentary about commercial fishing is credited with shaping the EU Common Fisheries Policy that banned the 
discarding of fish,48 and the documentary ‘Blackfish’ (about Orca captivity) has been associated with a dip in 
SeaWorld’s stock value.49 

News programmes environmental content could also make an impact upstream. For instance, greater media 
coverage of childhood obesity in the US is credited with inspiring new policies to address it.50 However, the 
framing of environment-focused news stories matters. News stories which emphasise trends and the bigger picture 
make viewers more likely to blame social problems on political and economic systems (rather than individuals).51



19The Behavioural Insights Team / Evidence-based guide for broadcasters

What is promising 
Emerging evidence of medium to high impact

 
4. Use credible and relatable green messengers 

Characters, presenters, and talent should be trustworthy, credible, and relatable role models, 
in order to convince viewers to take up green actions. Broadcasters should draw on experts to improve 
people’s knowledge on key issues (ie. via news coverage, weather forecasting, documentaries). Broadcasters 
should also make sure to feature relatable characters taking up green behaviours, including those who represent 
more sceptical audience groups (e.g. older more conservative viewers). Plotlines should build in credible 
motivations for taking up sustainable behaviours (e.g. preventing waste or saving money), show their learning and 
growth over time, and demonstrate their ability to overcome barriers. Broadcasters should also work with their 
talent – actors, moderators, sportspeople, and other television celebrities – and encourage them to use their reach 
to influence viewers via multiple platforms by sharing green knowledge, attitudes, and modelling green behaviours. 
Indeed, BIT’s research has found that one in four viewers say a television celebrity or character has influenced their 
life choices.

PLANET 

EARTH

9
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Rationale

We are more responsive to messengers we like (friends and family), with whom we can identify (peers), or who 
we perceive to be authorities on a subject. Messaging on green topics is no exception: messenger’s characteristics 
are key in shaping viewer’s perceptions.52 53 For instance, according to BIT’s own research, climate activists and 
climate scientists (like David Attenborough) are by far the most trusted messengers on climate change, with 69% 
and 73% of the public (respectively) trusting them on green issues. However, regular people (42%), the royal family 
(41%), and some politicians resonate more with certain segments.

Broader evidence finds that green media messengers need to be relatable or credible to have an impact. For 
instance, studies show that that US Republican voters are more likely to be compelled by environmental or climate 
stories if they are told through relatable Republican characters54 and that ‘relatable’ climate fiction films are rated 
by viewers as more compelling.55 56 It may be particularly effective to use ‘convert communicators’ – those who 
have previously engaged in an undesirable behaviour, such as failing to recycle, wasting food or driving big diesel 
cars – and have recently switched sides (e.g. Jeremy Clarkson).57 58 Documentary narrators that have authority, 
expertise, and credibility are rated as more compelling messengers by viewers.59 Weather forecasters are another 
credible yet largely untapped group, as recent findings indicate that people learn effectively about climate 
change when weather reporters deliver tailored local climate reports in weather segments.60

Similarly, social media campaigns that enlist celebrities to promote products or causes could play a role in bringing 
sustainability and environmental issues to the public’s attention.61 Multiple studies find that celebrity ‘influencing’ 
does impact audiences behaviour 62 63 and knowledge, 64 although reach is limited largely to those who follow 
them online. Nonetheless, if broadcasters harnessed the talent on shows to post on social media about any 
on-set sustainability initiatives, they could have a further impact (however small) on audience green attitudes and 
behaviours.

5. Promote intergenerational spillovers with kids’ content

Broadcasters should use kid’s content to encourage positive environmental behaviours amongst 
children and their parents. Children are not only the decision-makers of the future – and most likely to be 
affected by climate change – but also important influencers on their parents. While there are a number of 
examples of hugely popular environmentally-focused children’s content (including The Lorax, Princess Mononoke, 
and Sesame Street), there’s still little evidence on how far they impact children's – and parents’ – green attitudes 
and behaviours. In practice, broadcasters educate children on environmental issues via kids’ news programming, 
and inspire them with characters taking action to protect nature.
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Rationale

Evidence shows that TV content shapes children’s behaviour. For example, studies show that exposure to 
sugary food adverts significantly increases children’s subsequent calorie intake, 65 exposure to long TV scenes 
demonstrating prosocial behaviour is associated with greater sharing a year later,66 and there is even some 
evidence that television content that explores how to stay physically active can increase how long children exercise 
for.67 For instance, a UK campaign ‘Eat Them to Defeat Them’, with celebrities voicing evil vegetable characters 
(supported by a multi-million media alliance between ITV, STV, Channel 4 and Sky), was credited with increased 
sales of vegetables.68 This gives us some indication that similar kid’s programmes which promote pro-environmental 
behaviours could also be effective. An added benefit of this approach is the potential for intergenerational 
exchange and influence. In fact, educating children about the environment and climate change has been shown to 
also improve parents’ environmental concern and take-up of green behaviours.69 

What is helpful
Good evidence of small impact

6. Make it implicit with background action. 

Use green product placement and model green actions in the background to improve familiarity, create positive 
attitudes and norms. More subtle and implicit content can impact viewers, by normalising a product or an action, 
increasing viewer knowledge, improving their attitudes, and boosting the perception of normality of the product/
behaviour. Broadcasters should therefore consider populating their programmes with sustainable products, where 
appropriate, and including green behaviours in the backgrounds of scenes. This could improve viewers’ familiarity 
with and perceptions towards these actions and products, ultimately helping to boost their take-up. 

This might include showing a roof with a solar panel in the background, an EV passing by, or food in a family 
kitchen being stored in refillable containers. To maximise impact, broadcasters should ensure that no single product 
is repeated much too often (think EVs in suddenly appearing in each and every TV show) so that audiences don’t 
feel ‘preached’ to.70 While, in general, more screen time is good (Principle 2) – especially given the current low 
baseline levels – too much product placement may feel distracting or disingenuous to viewers. Broadcasters should 
also seek to integrate products into shows /  plots in ways that aren’t incongruent with storylines (e.g. a Bond villain 
drinking from a reusable coffee cup).

Rationale

Despite the widespread use of product placement within the entertainment industry, the evidence for its direct 
impact on purchasing behaviour is mixed: 71 evidence suggests that product placement does not have a significant 
impact on purchasing behaviours, and is no more effective than traditional adverts in this respect.72 However, 
product placement directly impacts behaviour, it can influence key outcomes such as brand attention, knowledge, 
interest, recall, recognition, and purchase intent, which is encouraging for the potential impact that background 
green content could have on viewers.73 74 This can be explained by the ‘mere exposure effect’, where people often 
develop preferences for things simply because they are familiar with them.75 
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7. Promote green choices through adverts and reviews

Ensure adverts and product reviews promote green products and behaviours, where possible. 
Broadcasters can have a small impact on green behaviours by using advertisements and promotions for products, 
programs, and campaigns, in physical or digital spaces. This could involve using high traffic moments to show pure 
green adverts – for programmes with environmental themes, environmental campaigns or sustainable products 
– as well as greening other adverts, for instance by making sure they model green behaviours. Similarly, product 
reviews and expositions (e.g. in motoring shows, or features in breakfast chat shows) could be used to help viewers 
to identify genuinely green options and avoid greenwashing. 

Rationale

Across multiple different categories of behaviour, adverts and short media campaigns have a positive (though 
typically small) impact on people’s action, their confidence to perform a behaviour, and their knowledge. 76 
Indeed, green advertising campaigns have been shown to increase viewers’ knowledge of green issue and 
intention to purchase green products,77 78 indicating that increasing advertising of any green product (e.g. from 
electric vehicles, to advertising sustainable seafood) will have a positive impact on viewers’ behaviours. 

8. Frame it closer to the individual

Zoom in on local environmental impacts and highlight the co-benefits of individual action. Evidence 
shows that people’s responses to environmental issues vary depending on how they are framed. While people are 
becoming more attuned to environmental arguments and more sensitive to how climate change is likely to impact 
their immediate surroundings, when it comes to encouraging action, we should emphasise impacts and benefits 
that are relevant to the individual. For example, broadcasters could emphasise local changes in long term weather 
patterns, local flood risks, and local pollution in regional weather broadcasts, or include coverage of local wildlife, 
habitats, and economic impacts as a result of climate change or other environmental threats. 

On the positive side, we should also highlight the individual co-benefits of adopting sustainable behaviours. One 
does not need to be selfless to be green, and many people will be more powerfully motivated by the prospect 
of eating more healthily, or having a warmer home, or saving on energy bills – all of which happen to be planet-
saving as a mere added bonus.79 80 

Rationale 

Evidence from the UK shows that highlighting environmental and moral arguments for action is becoming more 
effective at building support for policy (including for segments who are traditionally uninterested in green issues) 
– as audiences’ concern about the planet increases. However, when it comes to promoting individual action, 
broadcasters could consider viewers’ self-interest: people often report being willing to take the sustainable option 
so long as it doesn’t come with a penalty.81 Additionally, viewers care more about the local impacts that climate 
change and environmental issues could have, because they can understand it better and relate to it more.82

However, the effect of a given framing tends to vary depending on (1) the context; and (2) which behaviour 
is being encouraged. For example, while drawing attention to personal stories with identifiable victims is most 
effective at encouraging donations to green causes,83  it is less effective at convincing people to install solar panels 
(in which case highlighting the short-term benefit to the individual works best).84 With this in mind, broadcasters 
should exercise caution when deciding which framing to use, and carefully consider which arguments are likely to 
be most compelling given the target behaviour and audience. 
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What to avoid
Evidence of negative impact

9. Avoid a negative tone 

Fearmongering, guilt-tripping, blaming, or preaching can be counter-productive. Broadcasters 
should avoid fearmongering, guilt-tripping, or preaching if they want to make green content more persuasive. In 
practice this could mean communicating well-measured future scenarios of global warming in news coverage and 
presenting a balanced argument that the causes of climate change are largely systemic, yet positive individual 
action is still valuable and impactful. Highlighting a sense of pride, community, and positivity around pro-
environmental behaviours is generally advised over conveying a sense of guilt or admonishment at what we are 
not doing, and this can in part be achieved by adhering to principle one: focussing on what we can do to make a 
difference, rather than fixating on what’s going wrong. 

Rationale 

Fearmongering (e.g. over-emphasising the devastation of climate change without offering hope) can backfire 
when it comes to green behaviour change – messages like these can overwhelm people and diminish their hopes, 
sense of self-efficacy (ability to have a positive impact), and agency over the environment.85 86 87 Additionally, 
messages based around guilt or admonishment risk alienating the audience. None of us like to be lectured to 
or told off, and our instinctive reaction is often to ‘double down’, defensively react against the message, and 
rationalise our existing behaviours. Therefore, while guilt can sometimes be an effective motivator for behaviour 
change, this tends to be true only when the behaviour is very easy. If the behaviour comes at some cost (e.g. 
monetary, or convenience), disengaging altogether from the message is the easier way to allay our guilt.

Studies on guilt vs. pride have corroborated this logic. One study found that, when left in a room with chocolate 
cake, people were more likely to eat the cake if they were made to feel guilty if they ate it, rather than if they were 
encouraged to feel proud if they did not.88 What is true of chocolate cake is true of sustainable behaviours too.89 
Studies have highlighted the negative impacts of messages which are too self-righteous or assertive.90 For instance, 
in an effort to encourage people to recycle more, Peterborough council trialled sticking labels that said “Waster” 
onto the bins of households who were not disposing of waste sustainably. As a result, local citizens felt patronised, 
branding the stickers as ‘insulting and derogatory’, 91 and recycling behaviour did not change.

WASTER
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10. Avoid boilerplate content 

Ensure green content has integrity and is tailored across contexts. If green nudging using media content 
is to work, broadcasters will need to manage a difficult balancing act – embedding green messaging to educate 
and inspire, without compromising the intrinsic aim of the content, whether it is to inform or to entertain. This means 
they will have to exercise their best judgement as to what type of messaging should be delivered, (and by what 
messenger), how to tailor it to the content at hand, and when to use it. This means broadcasters should come up 
with novel and tailor-made solutions to effectively integrate green messaging into the content ways that don’t feel 
incongruent with storylines, which maintain creative freedoms, and which don’t diminish the fidelity of the content 
creators’ vision. Information must also be broad enough to be generally applicable to a wide audience, but 
specific and detailed enough to actually help, moving beyond ‘one-size (doesn’t) fit all’ or simplistic content. 

Rationale

For green interventions on screen to feel valid and acceptable, they need to feel authentic for a given show 
or context. It is well established that the credibility and authenticity of communications are key 92 93 94 and that 
messaging perceived as disingenuous or clearly aimed at persuasion is less likely to work.95 96 For example, 
greenwashing (when a company inauthentically tries to appear sustainable despite having a negative impact on 
the environment) has been shown time and time again to put consumers off purchasing a product.97 This illustrates 
why content creators must embed green nudges on screen authentically and seamlessly, in a way that does not 
stand out as clunky or forced, to have the biggest impact. Furthermore, studies have shown that the more novel 
content feels to the viewer, the more successful it is in changing behaviour. 98 99 This highlights how important it is 
for content creators to continue to innovate, creating new ways to incorporate green nudges into content. Overall, 
green content needs to feel authentic and fresh. 

 
Box 2. Evidence review: Methodology & Limitations 

We reviewed a total of 105 academic studies, all with some degree of evaluation, describing 
mass media interventions targeting shifts in consumers’ knowledge, attitudes and behaviours. As 
summarised in Figure 1, we have explored multiple touchpoints with viewers, both on screen and off. 
Using this evidence and consultations with experts within the industry, we developed a ranking of 
actions broadcasters can take.   
 
Limitations 
There are several methodological issues common in the research on impact of mass media on 
sustainable behaviours that make it difficult to draw firm conclusions. Studying the role of media using 
the gold standard research methods (such as randomised controlled trials) is inherently difficult. This is 
because of three main factors: 

1.	 Media content is ‘multi-dimensional’ (e.g. a single TV program includes characters, themes, 
and narratives within a given show). This means that empirically studying the impact of just one 
aspect (e.g. the model behaviour of the lead character) is difficult because it is often confounded 
by other features of the program. Moreover, in the real-world people are constantly exposed to 
other stimuli in their physical and social environment that shapes their pro-environmental actions 
which makes it difficult to isolate the pure impact of media content.

2.	 Measuring ‘off-screen behaviour’ is difficult. It is expensive and logistically difficult to 
measure a person’s pro-environmental behaviour after exposure to a media content, so studies 
often rely on self- reported behaviour changes, collected via surveys. Self-reported insights from 
participants are prone to social desirability bias: people tend to over-claim how sustainably they 
behave, because it’s the more socially acceptable answer.  

3.	 Selection bias: Studying the real-world impact of TV and media on people’s behaviour can 
have drawbacks due to the ‘selection bias’, where the people who are studied do not  
reflect or represent the general population. For example, people who choose to watch a  
climate documentary may be systematically more engaged with environmental issues than the 
general public, so may be more likely and motivated to cut down on plastic after seeing ‘A 
Plastic Whale’.
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Section3. How can  
broadcasters nudge themselves? 
In the previous section, we set out ten principles which broadcasters can use to encourage green behaviours 
amongst viewers. However, for these suggestions to be implemented at scale, broadcasters must be sufficiently 
motivated and supported to embed them into their activities. Below, we describe six approaches, grounded in 
behavioural science, which broadcasters can use to embed environmentally-friendly behaviours and strategies 
within their organisation. These are summarised in the table below, along with a high-level impact /  
feasibility rating.

1.    Provide timely advice for production teams on how to reduce their own carbon footprint
2.    Provide helpful tips for broadcasters on how to encourage green behaviours using content
3.    Make public commitments to SMART targets on sustainability
4.    Introduce industry level awards / rankings
5.    Embed iterative and systematic evaluation of what works

 
Idea 1. Provide timely advice for production teams on how to 
reduce their carbon footprint 

BIT's survey found that 60% of people think broadcasters should make all productions carbon neutral. However, 
while many production teams are motivated and enthusiastic about reducing the carbon footprint of their activities, 
they may lack knowledge on which specific steps to take to limit their impacts. With this in mind, production teams 
should be supplied with step-by-step guidance on how to reduce their impacts on the environment.  
This guidance should: 

•	 Be as simple as possible: Recommendations should be given in clear and concise language. They 
should also be supported by practical information on how to put them into practice; for example, if the 
guidance recommends that production teams use EVs to transport staff and equipment, it should also contain 
recommendations on where to source EV hires.  

•	 Introduce advice at timely moments: Evidence from the behavioural science literature shows that timing 
matters. The same information supplied at a different point in time can have dramatically different levels of 
success. For example, people are more likely to wash their hands if prompted to do so just after they’ve used 
the toilet.100 Production teams should be prompted to consider environmental impacts at timely moments where 
they are best able to take action, for example: when they are placing a catering order for a large crew, or 
planning transport schedules to get to location. 

•	 Invite collaboration and flexibility: It’s important that any decisions about how to embed environmentally-
friendly practices into productions are made collaboratively with the production team. Firstly, this will ensure 
that plans are tailored to each production. Secondly, it will help to generate buy-in amongst the production 
team, as people tend to be more enthusiastic about a service or initiative if they are involved in designing it. 
This is often known as the “IKEA effect”.101 102 
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Idea 2. Provide helpful tips for broadcasters on how to 
encourage green behaviours using content

As awareness and concern around environmental issues increases, creators are increasingly exploring these 
themes within their productions. In recent years, shows such as I May Destroy You, After Life and Jeremy Clarkson’s 
Farm have included nuanced discussions and representations of environmental issues and green behaviours. 
Broadcasters can further support broadcasters to integrate green topics and behaviours by providing optional 
guidance. However, it’s vital that creators maintain creative freedom and do not feel pressured to include 
environment-related elements if they feel it doesn’t fit with the storyline. This is important not only to ensure freedom 
of expression, but also because green storylines tend to have little to no effect on behaviour if they come across as 
incongruous or forced.103 
Guidance for creators should: 

•	 Be shared at timely moments: As discussed above, we are more likely to act on information if it is shared 
at an opportune moment. Creators should be prompted to consider if and how green behaviours might be 
embedded during initial writer’s room meetings, rather when storylines have already been developed.  

•	 Include suggestions for how to embed green behaviours, in ways which are less likely to conflict with 
or distract from plot lines. Examples may include: 

•	Having characters demonstrate familiar and low-effort pro-environmental behaviours by default. For 
example, characters could take the following actions, unless it is at odds with the setting, plot, or their 
character:

	ɥ Use reusable water bottles, rather than disposable plastic ones
	ɥ Choose public transport and active travel 

•	Showing select characters demonstrating other (potentially less common) green behaviours, in cases 
where it feels appropriate and in-line with their personality (e.g. creators might determine that it is fitting for 
a character who cares about animals to be shown eating vegan food). Example green behaviours might 
include: buying second-hand clothes, having solar panels installed in their home, driving an EV, or eating 
plant-based food.  

•	 Collate case studies where it has been done well. This will help normalise the practice, help spark ideas, 
and show other writers that it can be done well, and naturally within plotlines. 

•	 Include guidance on accessing fact checkers. Writers may be nervous to write about environment-
related topics if they don’t have specialist knowledge on these issues. Broadcasters can support writers by 
providing access to a team of fact checkers / academics who can advise on how to realistically embed 
environmental storylines into plotlines. 

PLANT 

BASED 

FOODS
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Box 3. Case study: Embedding green behaviours

Sky’s ‘Planet Test’ demonstrates how creative teams can be supported to integrate environmental 
considerations into productions. The test involves three key opportunities for environmental impact for 
creators to consider: 

1.	 Raise the issues: Does the programme help the audience better understand environmental issues and 
the world around them?

2.	 Show the actions: Does the programme show positive actions that support the UN’s Good Life 
Goals (e.g. recycling, active transport, eating sustainably)? 

3.	 Around content: How could the production engage viewers outside of the programme (e.g. using 
talent from the production to raise awareness of environmental issues via social media etc.)

As well as encouraging creative teams to consider the environmental content of their work, the Planet Test 
also helps them to measure and track the carbon impact of production. In practice, Sky works with albert104 
(an independent evaluator of waste and carbon impacts within the film and TV industry) to evaluate and 
track the environmental impact of a given production.

Crucially, the Planet Test is introduced at the very first stages of production, and then revisited at later 
stages of the production process to check progress against it. This ensures accountability and provides 
opportunities to tweak approaches used and identify new routes to promote green actions. 

Idea 3. Make public commitments to SMART targets

The behavioural science literature shows that we are more likely to achieve our goals when we make a public 
commitment to do so.105 106 Such public commitments can also encourage others to follow suit, since it displays a 
certain moral leadership that others do not want to fall behind, particularly where there is commercial or consumer 
pressure to do the right thing. Therefore, broadcasters can increase the likelihood that they and others take 
action on environmental issues by publicly announcing their intention to (1) reduce the carbon footprint of their 
activities; and (2) encourage green behaviours through their programming. However, goals will be ineffective if 
they are vague and high-level (e.g. ‘we will reduce our negative impacts on the environment’). With this in mind, 
broadcasting organisations should ensure that goals are: 

•	 Time-bound: Evidence shows that targets with a deadline are more likely to be achieved.107 For longer-
term goals, it’s important to also set intermediate milestones to stay on track.108 With this in mind, realistic but 
ambitious deadlines should be set to motivate progress towards environmental targets.  

•	 Broken down into sub-goals: We are more likely to achieve bigger-picture goals if they are also 
broken down into sub-targets.109 For example, as well as setting whole-organisation-level carbon targets, 
broadcasters should also set goals for individual departments. 

•	 Monitored: Progress towards goals should be tracked and reviewed on a regular basis. This will provide 
opportunities to celebrate successes, identify and resolve issues, and tweak goals where necessary.

CARBON 

FOOTPRINT
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Box 4. Case study: Pledges

As part of their work to decarbonise the TV and film industry, albert have worked with an international 
group of media companies (including Sky) to develop the ‘Climate Content Pledge’. This new pledge 
has been preceded by Responsible Media Forum pact on broadcasters’ emissions and climate-
related content.110 This asks broadcasters to commit to a set of principles to embed pro-environmental 
content in their programming, including: 

•	 We will incorporate climate change considerations into all our editorial processes, 
informed by science and behavioural insight. 

•	 We will work together to enhance our effectiveness in implementing the Principles:
•	 learning from and inspiring each other
•	 sharing relevant industry and audience insights and developing relevant metrics
•	 improving how we measure our impact 

•	 We will include positive visions of a sustainable future in our content, and other evidence 
rather than primarily dystopian stories that lead to fatalism and despair among our viewers, especially 
the younger generations.’

The behavioural science literature tells us that, because broadcasters will have made their 
commitment to the albert pledge publicly, they will be more likely to achieve their targets.111   

Idea 4. Introduce industry level awards / rankings

When embedding practices that support pro-environmental behaviours, broadcasters are likely to encounter some 
negative impacts in the short- and medium-term: it is likely to be time-consuming and resource-intensive to establish 
and implement new, green initiatives. Given that people tend to experience present bias112 (i.e. valuing short-term 
gains and losses over longer-term outcomes), these short-term frictions could make broadcasters less likely to 
pushforward with green initiatives. 

To help broadcasters to overcome these hurdles, the sector should develop industry-level awards and rankings 
related to environmental impacts. Evidence shows that informing people of their relative success compared to 
peers on a task can lead to improved productivity and performance.113 This approach is well established across 
various ESG areas: the Carbon Disclosure Project encourages organisations to reduce their environmental 
impact by publicly scoring them on their carbon emissions, Stonewall’s ‘Diversity Champions’ ranking encourages 
participating organisations to embed practices which support LGBTQ+ staff, and a recent study by LSE found that 
gender pay gaps closed by 20% in the UK after mandated reporting and public ranking by the government was 
introduced.114

Idea 5. Embed iterative and systematic evaluation  
of what works  

As we have set out in this report, broadcasters have the tools and reach to facilitate a meaningful increase in 
take-up of pro-environmental behaviours, and therefore the media is a crucial player in helping the UK to reach 
their Net Zero goals. Whilst there is some emerging evidence on what works, reviewed extensively in this report, 
more research is needed to identify which tools and methods work best to encourage viewers to take up green 
behaviours.  
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Broadcasters can support this effort by: 

•	 Embedding evaluation and testing wherever possible. Broadcasters are developing new content 
all the time and already have impressive machinery in place to collect viewer feedback. Going forward, 
broadcasters could proactively consider what type of green messaging they could embed within their next 
show and tweak their existing mechanisms for user testing, to embedding processes to measure impacts on 
knowledge, attitudes, and self-reported behaviours. However, given that changes in sentiment relating to 
the environment don’t always translate to increased take-up of pro-environmental behaviours, it’s essential to 
measure impacts on behaviour where possible. While behaviour-change is challenging, there are a range 
of options available to broadcasters. Beyond viewing figures and changes in Google Trends, broadcasters 
could also analyse click-through rates to websites with more information, donations to environmental 
charities, online purchases of green products, or other more sophisticated measures (e.g. offering people a 
green vs not packaging of a delivery).   

•	 Sharing findings via open-source platforms and channels, so that the industry can learn 
collaboratively. To accelerate take-up of evidence-based action across the industry, broadcasters should 
share the findings of any trials publicly. Crucially, broadcasters should share null and backfire results as 
well as any positive findings. This will help the industry to focus its efforts on initiatives which will make a 
meaningful improvement to take-up of green behaviours. 
 

 
Box 5. Example trials for broadcasters to run 

Below, we briefly set out some high-level ideas for trials that broadcasters could run to establish best 
practice for nudging viewers:

1.	 Test impact of fictional or factual content with green messaging. Relying on existing 
mechanisms of user testing, broadcasters could expand their existing surveys to include questions on 
people’s attitudes, knowledge and stated behaviours before and after watching a new TV show/
movie, documentary or a News show covering green themes.

2.	 Test approaches to encourage viewers to watch green content. Broadcasters can test whether 
promoting green content via viewers’ home screens (e.g. in iPlayer) leads to increased viewing figures 
compared to when non-green content is promoted.

3.	 Test whether green adverts prompt environmentally-friendly behaviour, for instance, by 
comparing whether viewers are more likely to donate to an environmental charity after watching a 
green advert compared to a non-green advert.

GREEN ADVERT

NON-GREEN 

ADVERT
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Conclusion
 
In the year of the UK hosting the UN COP26 climate summit, many organisations and individuals are reflecting 
on what they can do to help save the planet – and need inspiration. Achieving carbon neutrality will require big 
changes in how we travel, how we heat and power our homes, what we eat, and how we consume more broadly. 
To get there, we need to know what to do and how, we need to believe we can do it, we need the green future 
to be aspirational rather than depressing, and we need to believe that others – like us and our role models – are 
headed in the same direction. Television content and advertising can play a pivotal role in these efforts.  
 
Through this report, we aim to start a conversation on how broadcasters can help and inspire their viewers world-
wide to fight climate change. Drawing on emerging evidence from behavioural and cultural studies, we have 
outlined ten principles for how to encourage sustainable behaviour change amongst viewers, and a further five for 
how broadcasters can embed these practices within their organisations. 
 
We believe there is a huge potential in using content and advertising to improve take-up of green behaviours. 
However, many questions remain unanswered, and broadcasters must therefore not only aim to inform, educate 
and entertain the public, but also to learn how to do that more effectively, by researching what works. We still 
know relatively little about what type of content – fictional or factual - works best. How much is enough – a short 
news segment, an episode of a documentary, or a multi-year soap? What type of plots, framings, or characters 
resonate with which audiences? And how can we reliably measure all of this?  
 
If you are a content or advert creator, think about how you can embed green messaging into your 
next project. If you are a broadcaster, think how you can contribute to the conversation and ad-
vance the evidence on what works. And we’re all in this together, so share what you know, ask 
about what you don’t, and get in touch. 
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