
Almost one in four Europeans can be identified as having denialists attitudes towards 
climate change. People whose identity and worldview are more threatened by societal 
changes associated with climate change are more inclined to deny it.
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Different types of climate change 
denialism include the disbelief in 
the existence, anthropogenic nature, 
or seriousness of climate change 
(Rahmstorf 2004). The unifying 
assumption is that nothing can or 
should be done to mitigate climate 
change. This study examines the 
prevalence of these types of climate 
change denialism by country, and 
which individual and country-level 
factors explain climate change deni-
alism in Europe.

On average, 5 % of Europeans 
believe that climate is probably or 
definitely not changing (trend), 6 % 
believe that climate change is en-
tirely or mainly caused by natural 
processes (attribution) and 10 % be-
lieve that climate change will have 
more positive than negative effects 
on people across the world (impact). 
In addition, 3 % believe in more than 
one of these. Among the countries 
studied, climate change denialism is 
most prevalent in Russia and Lithua-
nia, and lowest in Spain and Iceland 
(Fig. 1).

Overall, those who deny climate 
change in Europe are more likely to 
be low-income, male, less educat-
ed, older, more conservative, more 
opposed to income distribution 
and more anti-immigration. Climate 

change denialism is also more prev-
alent in countries with higher carbon 
dioxide emissions per capita, more 
conservative attitudes and where a 
greater share of the country's GDP 
comes from agriculture and industry. 
Results are based on descriptive anal-
ysis and a logistic random intercepts 
model, using data from European So-
cial Survey and the World Bank. 

According to anti-reflexivity the-
sis, climate change denialism is the 
result of opposing societal change 
(McCright & Dunlap 2010). More 
precisely it means resisting reflexive 
modernization, which implies chang-
es in the industrial structure, the la-
bor market and social roles due to 
the emergence of new environmental 
risks such as climate change (Beck 
1992). These societal changes and the 
means to mitigate climate change, 
such as reducing industrial produc-
tion and fossil fuel consumption, lim-
iting free consumption and provid-
ing aid to people in other countries, 
threaten more the identity and world-
view of older working-class men with 
conservative, anti-immigration and 
anti- income distribution attitudes. 

Kahan et. al. (2007) clarify this 
with their theory of identity-protec-
tive cognition. When the risks to so-
ciety are explained by actions that 

are important to a person's identity, 
this causes cognitive dissonance, or 
discomfort and people are more in-
clined to deny climate change than to 
change their identity to ease this dis-
comfort.
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FIG 1: Prevalence of different types 
of climate change denialism in Euro-
pean countries. 
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