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For the purposes of this report, we define 
climate misinformation as communication that 
contradicts or distorts the scientific evidence 
and expert consensus that the planet is 
warming as a result of human activity, and that 
this will lead to significant instability and 
damage to the environment. 

Using innovative, open-source analytical 
techniques and deep countermeasure 
experience, APCO Worldwide and Logically 
undertook a collaborative research project 
focused on identifying and understanding the 
most prominent climate misinformation 
narratives online since 2019.

Through the Logically Intelligence platform we 
were able to create an extensive dataset of 
news media and social media posts across the 
open internet which matched keywords, 
sentiment and other signals associated with 
five possible climate misinformation 
narratives. By analysing these narratives in 
greater detail, we were able to learn more 
about the key events, organisations, triggers 
and arguments that are helping climate 
misinformation proliferate online.

Combating climate change requires large-scale 
changes to human society and unprecedented 
collective decision-making. Yet, despite the 
consensus in the scientific community about 
the consequences of climate change, there is 
still a large level of mistrust surrounding the 
issue. Increasingly scholars, policymakers and 
activists are expressing concern that social 
media is enabling a surge in misinformation
about climate change. While concern around 
climate misinformation has tended to focus on 
denialism, recent research suggests that the 
current picture is more complicated and that 
the category of climate misinformation should 
also include scepticism, denial, contrarianism 
and even climate defeatism.

Understanding more about climate 
misinformation, including how it manifests, 
spreads and more about its possible causes, 
as well as what more individuals, 
governments, businesses—and especially, 
communicators—can do to help mitigate the 
problem, will be essential for better public 
education and policymaking around climate 
action.

It is for this reason that the advisory and 
advocacy communications consultancy, APCO 
Worldwide, and Logically, a specialist counter-
misinformation technology company, joined 
forces to apply a data-driven approach to 
understanding the changing nature of climate 
misinformation.

Executive Summary 

Five Climate Change Narratives
April  2019 to August 2021

1. Cl imate Change and The Great Reset
2. Cl imate Change and Financial Costs
3. Cl imate Change and Doomerism
4. Cl imate Change as a  Natural Occurrence
5. Cl imate Change and Arson

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/mar/21/climate-fight-is-undermined-by-social-medias-toxic-reports?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://wires.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/wcc.665
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Top-down communications are the principal 
drivers of climate change misinformation.
• We found no evidence of an organised

online grassroots climate misinformation 
movement.

• High volume climate change misinformation 
talking points (3000+ mentions) tended to 
occur in direct response to major political 
events, notably the Davos summit, the UN 
Climate Action Summit and the US 2020 
presidential elections.

• Organised climate sceptic communications 
efforts from think tanks such as the Institute 
for Energy Research (IER) consistently 
outperformed several organic climate 
misinformation narratives.

Far more people talk about climate 
misinformation than engage in spreading 
climate change misinformation.
• Only around 1 in 50 publications in our 

dataset appeared to support an identified 
climate misinformation narrative, with most 
discussing climate misinformation without 
supporting it.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant 
impact on the nature of climate change 
misinformation narratives.
• The rise of QAnon and the growth of 

conspiracy theories during the pandemic 
has had a profound and lasting impact on 
the climate change misinformation 
landscape.

• Since 2020, climate change misinformation 
has increasingly shown up within broader 
conspiracy narratives such as The Great 
Reset and anti-vaccine propaganda.

• Traditional denialist narratives such as 
humans not being responsible for climate 
change or climate change not occurring 
are a negligibleproportion of online 
conversations.

• Climate change misinformation has evolved 
away from denialism into a complex set of 
narratives, the most prominent being 
scepticism about the necessity and cost of 
political action and doomerism about what 
can be done.

International events and major government 
policy interventions are key drivers for spikes 
in climate change misinformation.
• International events like the World 

Economic Forum (WEF) are drivers for spikes 
in engagement with climate change 
misinformation.

• This is likely to become more widespread as 
climate change becomes more noticeable in 
its effects, and climate policy becomes a 
more salient political issue.

• The 2020 WEF meeting titled “The Great 
Reset” was inadvertently responsible for the 
creation of a major new climate 
misinformation conspiracy.

Key Findings
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Combatting climate change will require large-scale changes to human behaviour and collective 
decision-making. Yet, despite the nearly unanimous consensus in the scientific community about the 
consequences of climate change, there is still a large level of distrust about this issue, and 
increasingly, scholars, policymakers and activists are expressing concern that social media is enabling 
a surge in misinformation about climate change.

In the past few years, there have been numerous examples of climate change misinformation 
proliferating on social media, including the Texas fake snow conspiracy theory, the Antifa wildfire 
conspiracy theory, as well as the uncovering of a 2018 Facebook post from the far-right 
Congresswoman Marjorie Taylor Greene suggesting that Californian wildfires had been started by 
PG&E in conjunction with the Rothschilds using space lasers. The last of these prompted a Twitter 
backlash under the hashtag #JewishSpaceLasers, a reference to antisemitic tropes used by the 
Congresswoman.

Yet not all cases of climate misinformation are quite so extreme or easy to identify. Whilst 
historically, climate misinformation has been associated with climate denialism, the American far 
right and vested interests such as the fossil fuels industry, recent research suggests that in our digital, 
networked age, the picture is more complicated and that climate misinformation could also 
incorporate climate scepticism, denial, contrarianism,and even climate alarmism. Like other topics of 
misinformation, the characteristics of social media—such as homophily and echo chambers—could 
also contribute to the diffusion and amplification of climate change misinformation.

The consequences of climate misinformation are high. What we see in the news and on social media 
can shape how likely we are to engage in climate-friendly behaviour, and therefore, how we respond 
to this emergency.

To help shed some light on how climate misinformation is being used and understood in ordinary 
language, we used natural language processing to analyse media commentary around this subject 
matter. Our analysis of English-speaking media referencing climate misinformation over the past year 
illustrates the growing public awareness of climate misinformation as a societal and education issue.

Introduction

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/mar/21/climate-fight-is-undermined-by-social-medias-toxic-reports?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-factcheck-not-fake-snow-idUSKBN2AN1R8
https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2020/sep/10/facebook-posts/antifa-activists-did-not-start-west-coast-wildfire/
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/article/marjorie-taylor-greene-qanon-wildfires-space-laser-rothschild-execute.html
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2015/oct/05/the-republican-party-stands-alone-in-climate-denial
https://wires.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/wcc.665
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Media coverage about climate misinformation explored the multiple aspects and impact of climate 
misinformation on our societies and economies, from activist capitalism to culture wars. Interestingly, 
a high volume of media coverage of this issue also focused on the top-down elements of climate 
misinformation, drawing attention to the role that corporate and financial interests play in this area, 
as well as the huge historical impact that the oil lobby has played in fuelling climate disinformation, 
which is now the object of lawsuits around the world.

Whilst much of the existing media coverage we have seen to date has focused on climate denial, 
particularly in the context of the US, as well as the role of corporate interests and even corporate 
climate disinformation efforts, we wanted to explore this further to see if this matched how climate 
misinformation is manifesting “in the wild” on social media. It is for this reason that APCO Worldwide 
and Logically joined forces to apply a data-driven approach to understanding the changing nature of 
climate misinformation.

Graph 1: Media coverage about climate misinformation over the past year 
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Defining misinformation in a consistent way has been a challenge for researchers in this field. In 
attempting to define misinformation, we confront many problematic questions, such as whether a 
piece of information can become misinformation if current understanding changes, or if 
misinformation should account for the intention and beliefs of the misinformer or the misinformed.

Some researchers have characterised misinformation based on what is considered to be correct or 
incorrect by the expert consensus at the time. Other scholars, such as Vraga & Bode, have offered a 
more nuanced definition in which “misinformation as a measured concept is dependent on the state 
of evidence, expert beliefs, and the information environment in which they occur.” These researchers 
emphasise that the definition of misinformation depends on two criteria 1) amount of observable, 
concrete evidence and 2) level of expert consensus available. As the researchers point out, “the 
issues for which the expertise and evidence are both clear and settled – like vaccination or climate 
change – are relatively rare.”

Following Vraga and Bode’s definition, we define climate misinformation as communication that 
contradicts or distorts the scientific evidence and expert consensus that the planet is warming as a 
result of human activity, and that this will lead to significant instability and damage to the 
environment. A further point that underpins our definition is the understanding that a proportion of 
damage is avoidable if significant action is taken.

What is climate misinformation?

https://academic.oup.com/joc/article-abstract/65/4/674/4082327?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10584609.2020.1716500
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The aim of our research was to understand more about climate misinformation, including how it 
manifests, how it spreads and more about its possible causes. To accomplish this, we conducted an 
extensive analysis of a large open-source dataset in the following stages:

1. Data Ingestion: Aggregating a large dataset of open-source online news articles and social media 
posts.

2. Narrative Segmentation: Using a combination of automated and manual approaches to segment 
the dataset into cohesive climate misinformation narratives.

3. Narrative Analysis: Undertaking an in-depth quantitative and qualitative analysis of the relative 
performance and impact of each segmented narrative.

Data Ingestion
Data ingestion took place in two stages. First, we collected as much data as possible about climate 
change misinformation. To do this, we wrote a complex Boolean search query which we designed to 
capture a wide range of online news articles and social media posts about climate change 
misinformation and related topics, and applied it to Logically’s database of open -source content. The 
search query was written with reference to contemporary scholarship on climate change 
misinformation and in consultation with experts in climate and science communication. Second, we 
cleaned the dataset to exclude any irrelevant material.

Our data contained online news articles and social media posts published between April 2019 and 
August 2021, to help us understand the impact, if any, of the COVID-19 pandemic on climate change 
misinformation. We limited our data ingestion to the English language for ease of processing and 
manual analysis, but included content from across the world.

We also manually cleaned our dataset to exclude original content from mainstream news outlets 
(although discussions about articles published in these outlets were still included), to help us 
understand how climate misinformation was manifesting in grassroots news and social media 
conversations. It is interesting to note that mainstream news content accounted for roughly two 
thirds of the total mention volume in the original data pull, implying that there is vastly more 
discussion of climate misinformation, or climate misinformation from mainstream news sources, than 
there is organic climate misinformation.

Methodology
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Our master query returned a total of 10.26 million individual articles and posts from across Twitter, 
Facebook, Instagram, Reddit, YouTube and the open internet. To create a more manageable dataset 
for large scale AI processing, we randomly selected 65% of the available data for ingestion, leaving a 
total dataset of 6.67 million publications by 2.25 million unique accounts or sources.

Narrative Segmentation
The concept of narrative is a useful tool for navigating complex information spaces. Understanding 
what narratives are and how they work in human communication is an essential part of 
understanding misinformation as a modern phenomenon. We understand narratives as clusters of 
online content which feature similar attitudes and beliefs about similar entities and offer similar 
political and social explanations for contemporaneous topics and events. For example, one tweet 
saying “Climate change is just another scam to line the pockets of the elite” would belong to the 
same narrative as one which said “Don’t fall for the Gates and Soros global warming propaganda. Do 
your own research. Who benefits?” Whilst these tweets don’t share any syntactic similarities with the 
other, both express similar attitudes that climate change is a hoax intended to further the financial 
goals of the elite.

Individual articles or posts may belong to multiple narratives, and each narrative may also be broken 
down into further sub-narratives. Identifying narratives allows us to track their progression and 
influence across various social media platforms. Once mapped, these narratives can be analysed to 
identify “drivers”; key events or individuals that help to influence the narrative’s shape and features. 
The availability of open-source data allows for the potential analysis of billions of public 
conversations, made up of trillions of individual pieces of content. Logically has developed 
proprietary artificial intelligence (AI) pipelines making use of advanced Natural Language Processing 
to specifically understand issues connected to online misinformation narratives, which allow us to 
process the vast quantities of available data to understand online conversations in the aggregate.

Narrative Analysis
Having constructed our sample dataset, we used a combination of human intelligence and AI models 
to segment the data into cohesive climate misinformation narratives. First, we segmented “prior” 
narratives which we were already aware of based on our pre-existing understanding of climate 
misinformation through secondary research.
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Second, we deployed Logically's narrative extraction AI pipeline, which uses Natural Language 
Processing, together with content signals from metadata and network associations to recognise 
coherent narrative clusters within large datasets. This approach helped us to identify as yet 
undiscovered—or emerging—narratives to ensure that the narrative segments we identified were 
genuine, and also helped to mitigate against confirmation bias: the risk that we might be searching 
for narratives in the dataset which were not present organically.

Narrative Volume
We used narrative volume as our metric for determining the relative popularity of a narrative or sub-
narrative. A narrative’s volume is the number of articles or posts which belong in that narrative 
cluster within a given timeframe. The narrative volume figures given in this report are relative to our 
sample dataset of 6.67 million pieces of content.

It is important to note that the volume of a narrative is only a rough indication of its prevalence in the 
social media ecosystem. Because most social media platforms make use of some variety of 
algorithmically moderated feed, the fact that a lot of people are creating content supporting a certain 
narrative does not by itself mean that a lot of people are engaging with that content.
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Our research helped us to identify the following five key and distinct climate misinformation 
narratives between January 2019 and August 2021:

1. Climate Change and The Great Reset
2. Climate Change and Financial Costs
3. Climate Change and Doomerism
4. Climate Change as a Natural Occurrence
5. Climate Change and Arson

Whilst the volume of climate misinformation fluctuated in this period, we saw a number of changes 
in the volume and nature of climate misinformation in 2020, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Despite data ingestion covering 6.67 million individual data points, most of the narrative volumes 
topped out at totals of around 1,000 posts even at their peaks.

Five climate misinformation narratives

Graph 2: Volume of five identified climate misinformation narratives over time
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The narrative that climate change is invented or exaggerated to impose a coercive agenda on the 
world’s population is a constituent part of a larger conspiracy theory known as “The Great Reset.” 
This theory is inspired by a widespread misunderstanding of a set of proposals made by Klaus 
Schwab, the head of the World Economic Forum (WEF), at the 50th annual meeting of the Davos 
summit in 2020.

At the meeting titled The Great Reset, Schwab outlined a belief that the COVID-19 pandemic 
represented an opportunity to reset the global economy. Schwab’s speech included references to 
ending fossil fuel subsidies to transition to a greener economy, a wealth tax and ideas about the 
potential for new technology to transform how we work.

Key insights

This narrative is driven by proponents of The Great Reset conspiracy theory who believe that world 
leaders planned the COVID-19 pandemic as part of a broader coercive agenda.

Narrative 1: The Great Reset 

Graph 3: Volume of The Great Reset narrative over time

https://www.weforum.org/focus/the-great-reset
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Paranoia about the pandemic allowed conspiracy theorists to use the proposal to develop and spread 
a set of wild theories about economic collapse deliberately engineered by a global elite. The Great 
Reset conspiracy theory has been widely informed by pre-existing conspiracy theories, including 
QAnon and the NESARA conspiracy, both concerning plots to install a “New World Order,” or 
otherwise radically reshape the global political economy.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/03/11/with-trump-gone-qanon-groups-focus-fury-attacking-covid-vaccines/
https://www.logically.ai/articles/nesara-and-the-business-of-false-hope


Page 18

Narrative Timeline
• The Great Reset narrative originated in early June 2020, at the time of the World Economic Forum 

meeting of the same name. By August, we started to see the narrative merging with anti -vaccine 
propaganda.

• On 12th October, a blogpost written by Klaus Schwab was published, expounding further on his 
vision of the Great Reset and capitalism after COVID-19. The World Economic Forum summit later 
in October coincided with an even larger, late October peak in this narrative.

• The highest peak was in mid-November, as a result of a viral video from September in which Justin 
Trudeau made a speech to a UN meeting, mentioning the possibility of a “reset” for the global 
economy.

• A final observed peak on 27th January coincided with another Davos summit held by the WEF.
• No further unusual peaks in volume were observed, however it is notable that the average volume 

for the Great Reset narrative has not dropped below 1,000 articles and posts per week in our 
dataset since October 2020, and remains among the highest performing climate misinformation 
narratives as we move towards the end of 2021.

Sub-Narrative Analysis
The data attached to this narrative comes with an important caveat. At first glance, the data captured 
for the “Great Reset” analysis appears to show a huge amount of climate misinformation. But further 
breakdown of the data show that the Great Reset conspiracy is not itself a driver of climate 
misinformation per se.

The Great Reset is a meta-conspiracy theory, which incorporates narratives and grievances ranging 
from concerns about a transition to a “cashless society,” to the idea that vaccines are a means of 
population control. Among these, publications expressing the belief that climate change is a tool to 
achieve these goals persists, but at a low level compared to content relating to vaccines.

While some Great Reset proponents believe strongly that climate policy is the driving force behind 
the entire theory (see Graph 4), it is not the case that all Great Reset conspiracists, nor all Great Reset 
conspiracist posts, directly connect Climate Policy with the conspiratorial Great Reset agenda.
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Our data show that the vast majority of articles and posts gaining traction within the Great Reset 
conspiracy theory landscape is related to COVID-19 and vaccines. To demonstrate this, we can 
compare the below charts (Graphs 4 and 5). Graph 4 shows all data captured for the Great Reset 
theory between April 2019 and August 2021. Graph 5 shows the same dataset, with the 
misinformation data points related to the COVID-19 sub-narrative removed. 

Graph 4: Volume of The Great Reset sub-narratives over time
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Whilst climate misinformation is not the main sub-narrative within the Great Reset data field, the 
Great Reset theory is highly mutable in nature and as climate change becomes a more salient political 
issue, this could become more widespread. 

Graph 5: Volume of The Great Reset sub-narratives over time, minus COVID-19
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The belief that climate policy is too expensive to be worthwhile, or that it is a deliberate scam to 
siphon money to the already wealthy, shares many rhetorical features with the Great Reset narrative. 
This narrative is, however, distinct, because it relates not only to fiscal policy and events, but to the 
wider political framework that aims to intervene in climate change. 

Our analysis shows that this narrative’s trajectory tracks closely with policy 
announcements, and especially those made by U.S. politicians and/or with large monetary figures 
attached.

Key insights

This narrative is driven by the belief that climate change policies are too expensive. Spikes in this 
narrative tend to occur around climate change policy announcements.

Narrative 2: Climate Change and Financial Costs 

Graph 6: Volume of Climate Change and Financial Costs narrative over time
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Narrative Timeline
• The first medium-level peak for this narrative occurred on 13th May 2019, coinciding with 

Democratic Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s Green New Deal rally in Washington 
D.C. This was followed by another peak on 22nd August 2019, timed with the then-presidential 
candidate Bernie Sanders’ unveiling of his Green New Deal plan.

• The highest peak in this narrative occurred on 23rd September 2019, coinciding with Greta 
Thunberg’s speech to the United Nations Climate Action Summit. Around this time we found that 
this narrative was particularly popular on Reddit.

• On 9th March 2020, we saw a peak in this narrative at the same time as the European Commission 
tabled its Circular Economy Action Plan, as part of the European Green New Deal.

• By late 2020, when the U.S. presidential campaigns were in full swing, we observed more peaks in 
climate misinformation activity linked to this narrative:

• On 2nd October 2020 we observed a peak coinciding with the televised presidential debates, 
during which the then-candidates Donald Trump and Joe Biden discussed climate policy, 
among other issues. ​Trump made the misleading claim that the U.S. had recorded its lowest 
carbon emissions since the 1990s and also stated that wind energy is “extremely expensive” 
and “kills all the birds.”

• Throughout November 2020 we observed peaks coinciding with the aftermath of the 
presidential election and subsequent vote counting, particularly among Americans.

• Going into 2021, we observed a peak in February coinciding with the Texas energy crisis in 
which more than four million Texans were left without power in freezing temperatures. The 
subsequent conversation on climate change was a tug of war between those concerned about 
similar events if climate change worsens, and those who believe that climate change policies are 
inefficient and will reproduce similar crises.

• Between 13th April and 23rd April 2021, we observed another peak coinciding with Joe Biden and 
John Kerry’s virtual summit on climate change.

• A final peak in this dataset took place between 10th June and 14th June 2021, alongside the G7 
summit in Cornwall, in which world leaders discussed a green recovery from the pandemic and 
warned that the world faces a “tipping point” on climate change.

https://www.logically.ai/factchecks/library/0df041d5
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Sub-Narrative Analysis
We divided this narrative into two further sub-narratives. The first sub-narrative (sub-narrative A) is 
the idea that climate policy is “too expensive” for governments to justify; the second (sub-narrative 
B) is that climate policy is a “money-making scheme” for elites. Sub-narrative A benefits from overlap 
with mainstream conservative commentators and news outlets, who are motivated by ideological 
opposition to state spending. Proponents of this narrative usually believe that climate change is a real 
phenomenon, but that it is not possible to mitigate the effects. Sub-narrative B overlaps with the 
Great Reset in that its proponents are more likely to believe that climate change is a hoax. Some 
suggest that the phenomenon is real but its effects are being exaggerated to increase demand for 
renewables. 

Separating out these sub-narratives provides a useful illustration of how radicalisation could 
potentially work within communities that coalesce around misinformation: a person may be 
sympathetic to sub-narrative A, find that sympathy bolstered by mainstream news sources, and then 
adopt a more extreme narrative: that not only is climate policy too expensive to implement fairly, but 
that it is deliberately too expensive.

Graph 7: Volume of Climate Change and Financial Costs sub-narratives over time
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While fringe beliefs such as conspiracy-driven climate denialism may seem largely organic, emerging 
through a remix of existing conspiracy narratives and climate scepticism, we did find some evidence 
of more organised actors invested in laundering misinformation.

Two organisations that came up in our Logically Intelligence research as sources of this kind of 
climate misinformation were the Institute for Energy Research (IER) and Capital Research Center 
(CRC). Both of these organisations are funded by a host of fossil fuel interests, and have a history of 
promoting stories that discourage the use of renewable or green energy in favour of fossil fuels. The 
main narratives promoted by these organisations are cost-related, falling into either the cost-focused 
sub-narratives outlined above, or the related idea that climate policy is costly in other ways unrelated 
to monetary cost. For example, the IER has contended that the benefits of renewable energy 
alternatives are outweighed by their dependence on mining for rare earth metals; such mining 
operations being dominated by China and other non-US interests. 

Rather than push easily dismissed misinformation, these institutes criticise climate policies by using 
arguments focused on the environmental and strategic impact of initial manufacturing associated 
with climate policy. They maintain that they use “Objective Science” and an "Impartial and Unbiased”
approach to energy analysis based on free-market principles.

In addition, Logically Intelligence shows that IER and CRC articles are often reposted on other 
ambiguously named websites such as environmentalprogress.org. This misinformation around the 
cost of green energy is also shared alongside articles from sites such as HowStuffWorks as a way to 
further legitimise the claims. Interestingly, volume data from our dataset shows that direct 
supportive mentions of the IER consistently outperforms the total support for both the “Climate 
Change and Arson” and “Climate Change as a Natural Occurrence” narratives.

Case study: Institute for Energy Research and Capital 
Research Center

https://www.desmog.com/institute-energy-research/
https://www.desmog.com/capital-research-center/
https://www.instituteforenergyresearch.org/renewable/china-and-the-rare-earth-supply-chain-policy-brief/
https://www.instituteforenergyresearch.org/about/
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Our research also found articles from the CRC discussing Green New Deal–supporting representatives 
being shared alongside articles from NeonNettle, a disinformation website with Neo-Nazi leanings, as 
a way to further antisemitic conspiracy theories. This helps to illustrate the bidirectional nature of 
this kind of misinformation. 

As outlined above in the sub-narrative analysis, more credible–seeming misinformation can often 
form a pipeline towards online radicalisation for susceptible users, but it can also do the opposite, 
giving the already-radicalised the appearance of a credible foundation for their beliefs, and 
preventing the risks they pose to the information ecosystem from being fully recognised by outside 
observers.

Graph 8: Volume of IER Mentions over time

https://yttribune.com/2017/11/26/indications-neon-nettle-is-a-neo-nazi-site/


Page 27

The idea that climate change has progressed too far for human intervention to have a significant 
impact was consistently high in volume, rivalled only by the “Climate Change and Financial Costs” 
narrative. For the sake of brevity, we have named this narrative Climate Change and Doomerism, 
since it is propounded by people on the internet who believe that climate change is occurring, but 
that it is too late to do anything about it.

The data relating to the doomerism narrative shows a sustained level of uptake across the channels 
we tracked. There are some peaks which are outlined in the timeline below, but the base level of 
general “noise” relating to this narrative is more consistent than other narratives.

Key insights

This narrative is driven by the belief that it is too late to reverse climate change. It is one of the most 
consistent narratives, likely sustained by a steady stream of “bad” news reports relating to climate 

change. 

Narrative 3: Climate Change and Doomerism

Graph 9: Volume of Climate Change and Doomerism over time
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There are several possible reasons for the consistency of the doomer narrative. The most prominent 
of these, according to our analysis, is that the users associated with this narrative believe strongly 
that climate change is a problem and will seriously affect our way of life. This contrasts with the user 
base associated with the other narratives, who believe that climate change is a hoax, or that its 
effects are being exaggerated. These differing profiles go some way to explaining the different data 
outcomes: for one thing, there are far more people who believe in the problem of climate change 
than those who do not. Additionally, the kind of news that animates the doomer narrative user 
base—such as localised weather events — is a more regular occurrence than are the catalysing 
events that drive the more denialist narratives. 
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This narrative is also notable for the amount of pushback it receives, in contrast with the denialist or 
conspiracy narratives, whose followers are often siloed off into isolated communities, with lower 
overlap with academics and communicators. The doomer narrative, on the other hand, has sparked 
countless articles and posts aiming to communicate that substantive action is still possible.

Narrative Timeline
As highlighted above, the data representing this narrative benefit from a steady stream of 
“bad news” relating to climate change, which maintains its consistency. The dataset does, 
however, show peaks that deviate from its nevertheless consistent bottom line. As we might 
expect, in this narrative the deviations coalesce around particularly alarming media reports, 

which, unlike the other narratives isolated, come from overwhelmingly reliable sources.
• A high peak occurred on 24th September 2019, which coincided with Greta Thunberg’s 

speech at the UN Climate Action Summit. Here the doomer narrative was popular on 
Reddit as well as independent blogs and forums.

• On 21st January 2020 we observed another peak aligned with the World Economic 
Forum's 2020 Annual Meeting in Davos, whose itinerary included another speech from 
Greta Thunberg. Once again, the narrative was popular on Reddit as well as independent 
blogs and forums.

• A 23rd April 2020 peak coincided with the 50th anniversary of Earth Day. Popular shares 
included a UN World Food Programme report warning that the COVID-19 pandemic could 
cause a “famine of biblical proportions.”

• A 9th July 2020 peak occurred around the time of multiple media publications, including a 
TIME article titled “2020 Is Our Last, Best Chance to Save the Planet” as well as a plea 
from Sir David Attenborough not to allow the Zoological Society of London to “go extinct,” 
and a United Nations Environment Programme report, warning that “Climate change has 
not stopped for COVID19.”

• A peak around 13th November 2020 coincided with a USA Today report titled “'Past a 
point of no return': Reducing greenhouse gas emissions to zero still won't stop global 
warming, study says.”

• Finally, a 22nd April 2021 peak coincided with President Joe Biden setting a 2030 
greenhouse gas pollution reduction target. Here, the narrative was once again popular on 
Reddit as well as independent blogs.

https://twitter.com/JessicaTheLaw/status/1424680492914331653
https://newseu.cgtn.com/news/2021-07-01/Pandemic-could-cause-famine-of-biblical-proportions-warns-UN-11wrh2xncSA/index.html
https://time.com/5864692/climate-change-defining-moment/
https://www.zsl.org/news/dont-let-zsl-go-extinct-says-sir-david-attenborough
https://unepdtu.org/united-in-science-report-climate-change-has-not-stopped-for-covid-19/
https://eu.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/11/12/reducing-greenhouse-gas-emissions-stop-climate-change-study/3761882001/
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In our preliminary research, this idea appeared to be a promising standalone narrative. We 
anticipated that it would be mostly attached to extreme weather events, with historical comparisons, 
such as heatwaves in the 1970s. However, unlike the other narratives we identified, an analysis of 
our dataset for articles and posts representing this narrative did not result in a large or coherent 
segment of our main data pull.

Notably, we only observed two significant peaks in the data. The first coincided with a global school 
strike for climate action, as well as the release of a study showing how climate is one of the most 
polarising issues in American politics, according to self-reported voter priorities; and the second with 
Greta Thunberg’s September 2019 speech to the United Nations Climate Action Summit.

Key insights

Surprisingly, we found very low levels of data for the narrative that climate 
change is a natural occurrence.

Narrative 4: Climate Change as Natural Occurrence

Graph 10: Volume of Climate Change as Natural Occurrence narrative over time

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/may/21/climate-crisis-more-politically-polarizing-than-abortion-for-us-voters-study-finds
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Our findings relating to this narrative are striking. At the time of the 2020 wildfires in California and 
Oregon, reports suggested a significant problem caused by misinformation in this area. Rumours 
circulated online attributing the fires to arson by the anti-fascist action groups, collectively referred 
to as Antifa. This was a memorable narrative, and news reporting around this issue suggested it was 
widespread enough to attract national attention. However, the data produced by our investigation 
showed that the presence of this narrative, even historically, was comparatively low. In fact, this 
narrative, which unlike many specific conspiracy narratives had made national news, had a lower 
volume of posts than any other identified narrative.

Key insights

We found a discrepancy between the volume of news reports about online climate change 
misinformation relating to arson, and the actual amount of misinformation we saw online about this 

subject.

Narrative 5: Climate Change and Arson

Graph 11: Volume of Climate Change and Arson narrative over time

https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/security/wildfires-rage-false-antifa-rumors-spur-pleas-police-n1239881
https://choice.npr.org/index.html?origin=https://www.npr.org/2020/09/13/912449209/oregon-officials-warn-untrue-antifa-rumors-waste-precious-resources-for-fires
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One hypothesis for this anomaly is that many of the accounts posting climate misinformation relating 
to Antifa and wildfires were QAnon accounts. A significant proportion of the accounts posting QAnon 
content were removed from the platform in the weeks following the attack on the U.S. Capitol 
building by Trump supporters in early January 2021, looking to overturn the election result. The most 
plausible explanation for the low level of this narrative in our research is that the historical examples 
were wiped as a result of these bans. The bans were wide-ranging and Twitter’s own figures 
suggested that 70,000 accounts were removed. If this hypothesis is correct, then this finding 
highlights the need for archived historical data to be available to researchers when measures have to 
be taken to stop misinformation from spreading.

A supplementary hypothesis is that the narrative itself was so striking that it inspired news coverage 
disproportionate to the volume actually present on social media.

We know that this narrative is versatile and has at least achieved global reach, however. In Australia 
a similar narrative is present—though again at a very low level—suggesting that the Australian 
Greens were responsible for wildfires that engulfed the country in 2020 because of a change in policy 
relating to the practice of “backburning.” Outside of the English-speaking world, an almost identical 
narrative surfaced in Turkey during forest fires in 2021, with users claiming that the fires resulted 
from arson by members of the left wing PKK, or Kurdistan Workers’ Party.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/11/technology/twitter-removes-70000-qanon-accounts.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/turkey-forest-fire-climate-change-policy/
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There are several conclusions to draw from our research, in particular that unlike other kinds of 
misinformation, climate change appears to rarely be spread for its own sake. Climate change 
misinformation is more likely to be leveraged for other means, such as to discredit political 
candidates or to back up criticism of political opponents.

Our research found little to no evidence of individual “influencers” invested wholly in promoting 
climate misinformation, which contrasts with other misinformation movements such as QAnon, in 
which proponents of this conspiracy movement have been able to monetise their online influence. 
This finding may explain the relatively low level of reach and influence most climate misinformation 
communications have.

Despite data ingestion covering 6.67 million individual data points, most of the narrative volumes 
topped out at totals of around 1,000 posts even at their peaks, and the narratives displaying the most 
consistency maintained average volumes of around 200 posts at their lowest. At the lower end, we 
found that some narratives we expected to be highly influential struggled to reach even 100 
publications at their peaks.

Even the most popular narratives in our dataset maintained a relatively low average volume of 
around 2000 articles or posts per week. This is not to say, however, that the impact of climate 
misinformation is itself low, or lacking in influence. It does, however, suggest an interesting 
dynamic is at play in the climate change misinformation ecosystem.

This is perhaps most starkly illustrated by comparing the total narrative volumes of each identified 
citizen misinformation narrative with the total mention volume from our original overall dataset.

We designed our overall dataset to capture as much content as possible which could be plausibly 
related to climate misinformation. We would expect that dataset to contain, for instance, discussion 
about climate misinformation and rebuttals of misinformation narratives as well as content which 
supports climate misinformation narratives. When comparing the volume of each identified climate 
misinformation narrative with the mention volume of our full dataset (Graph 12), it is striking that 
the average mention volume within the full dataset is around fifty times higher than the combined 
mention volumes of all of our identified narratives.

Discussion
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Even though the narratives we identified were the most cohesive available in the dataset (according 
to both our AI pipeline and human analysts), news and social media content supporting those 
narratives only make up a relatively tiny proportion of available content about climate 
misinformation. The simplest explanation for this remarkable gap is that there is orders of 
magnitude more discussion about climate misinformation than there is propagation of or support 
for climate misinformation. Another possible explanation is that much climate misinformation does 
not form a recognisable, cohesive narrative.

In either case, this could be some cause for optimism: our findings suggest that there is not a large 
online community systematically producing climate misinformation. This is also borne out by the 
fact that all the significant peaks in narrative volume we observed appear to be easily explainable as a 
reaction to real-world events, such as President Trump’s assertion that green energy is too expensive, 
or the 50th annual meeting of the World Economic Forum (WEF) named the Great Reset being 
misinterpreted by conspiracist communities to serve their wider objectives.

The fact that climate misinformation, where it does exist, is driven not by committed denialists 
(though they do exist), but by major global events highlights the vital role to be played by 
communicators in mitigating these issues. We need to build trust in institutions, promoting 
initiatives only out of genuine commitment to change, as well as providing clarity about the crisis 
we face and how we can find a way out of it.

Graph 12: Volume of total mentions in dataset compared to fiveclimate misinformation 
narratives over time
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The presence of organisations such as the IER and the CRC suggests another issue with climate 
communication and messaging. The methods used by these groups and others is akin to disingenuous 
political messaging during elections. While climate change is still predominantly framed as an 
industry and policy issue first, and an issue concerning the health of the planet second, exploitative 
tactics will continue to prosper in an effort to deliberately mislead at the expense of the 
environment.

Finally, we need to balance communicating the gravity of the crisis facing humanity, while 
discouraging people from falling prey to the doomerism narrative. Care must be taken, therefore, to 
deliver “bad news” within the context of what action can still be taken to change course, and to 
emphasise that the time to act is now.

Research limitations
There were some limitations of our research which makes further research necessary to confirm, add 
or contextualise our findings. One limitation of our research was that it was based on data ingestion 
focused on English language content, meaning that our research excluded climate misinformation 
narratives taking place in other languages. Another limitation was that our research captured content 
based on Boolean queries which were inherently text-based in nature. This meant that our research 
did not capture climate misinformation narratives occurring in audio-visual communication, unless 
these also included captions with relevant keywords.

Our research focused on citizen narratives in news and social media, and whilst we initially set out to 
investigate corporate greenwashing efforts as part of this research, our initial data collection 
suggested that corporate climate communications did not form significant narrative clusters within 
our dataset. From a business perspective, climate misinformation—manifesting as greenwashing—
could present a risk for the dissemination of misinformation, as companies look to showcase their 
sustainability strategies and Environmental, Social and Corporate Governance (ESG) credentials.

A recent survey conducted by the PRCA and Opinium found that 6 in 10 PR professionals were 
concerned that their clients want to jump on a bandwagon talking about the climate crisis rather than 
acting, and 17 percent of PR professionals believe that their clients’ knowledge of climate change is 
“incorrect or misinformed.” As climate action becomes a more salient political, societal and business 
issue, we believe that it would be valuable to undertake a further research project which is 
specifically focused on data from corporate communications.

https://www.prweek.com/article/1716242/the-industry-needs-level-up-prs-nervous-clients-jumping-climate-crisis-bandwagon
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Countermeasure planning
• Ahead of international events like the 

COP26 climate summit, communicators 
should focus on scenario-planning for an 
increased volume in climate 
misinformation, and develop 
countermeasure strategies to respond to 
these. Countermeasure tactics can include 
everything from issuing takedown notices 
to social media platforms, to targeted 
messaging aimed at countering 
misinformation narratives, to deploying 
robust digital monitoring to identify and 
quickly react to online misinformation. 
Rapid action from social media companies 
in taking down climate misinformation will 
also be essential for success.

Intelligent listening
• Companies like Logically and others have 

developed threat intelligence platforms to 
help identify, analyse and counter online 
misinformation. Using artificial intelligence 
and open-source intelligence (OSINT) 
research can help to identify problematic 
content, actors and activity, and also 
identify which are the most appropriate 
countermeasures to address harmful 
content.

Message testing
• Our research revealed some opportunities 

for climate change campaigners and 
communicators to build more robust 
messaging and evidence-based talking 
points to counter climate certain 
misinformation narratives.

Our research into climate misinformation 
narratives demonstrates many of the 
challenges, as well as some opportunities, for 
countering climate misinformation.

We believe there is great value in approaching 
countermeasure strategies from a 
multifaceted perspective, which leverage a 
variety of different messaging and 
communication techniques, to account for the 
complex and heterogeneous nature of climate 
change misinformation. At the highest level, 
we advocate for honesty and evidence-based 
approaches to defining, identifying, and 
communicating about climate change.

Below we have outlined some more specific 
recommendations for how citizens, 
governments, climate change activists and 
communicators can help to counter climate 
misinformation.

Responsible communication
• With corporations, governments and 

organisations around the world increasingly 
communicating about climate change, it is 
more important than ever that those 
communicating about climate change do so 
responsibly. We believe that a working 
understanding of climate change on its own 
is insufficient for communicators to do their 
jobs effectively, but that they also need to 
understand the broader information and 
misinformation ecosystem within which 
they are operating.

Advocating for honesty 
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• The Cambridge team developed a game, Go 
Viral!, which exposed people to some of the 
tactics used by propagators of 
misinformation to help “inoculate” players 
against fake news about the pandemic. 
Earlier research on climate change pre-
bunking tactics has shown this approach to 
be effective at building resistance against 
climate misinformation or disinformation. 
This form of intervention could be usefully 
rolled out in schools, in workplaces and to 
the general public at large through pre-
bunking public awareness campaigns.

Media literacy
• Finally, educational programmes focused on 

helping social media users identify high-
quality and low-quality information can 
help to increase user discernment and 
support people in better navigating our 
complex and, for now, untrustworthy 
communications environment.

Interdisciplinary interventions
• A key finding from our research was that 

climate change misinformation does not 
appear in a vacuum. With this in mind, we 
think that it is important for climate change 
misinformation interventions to also be 
tackled as part of broader efforts and 
interdisciplinary interventions to address 
other forms of misinformation and 
conspiracy theories, like anti-vaccine 
propaganda.

• Some of the climate change narratives 
identified in our research may be easier to 
counter than others; we believe that the 
doomerism narrative, for example, could be 
a good target for countermeasure 
interventions since this group is the least 
siloed of the studied narratives. Other 
narratives, such as the “Climate Change and 
Financial Costs” narrative, might be 
countered by evidence-based economic 
arguments demonstrating the economic 
benefits of new climate technologies and 
sectors. Developing countermeasure 
messaging and testing the efficacy of these 
against different climate misinformation 
narratives could be a good starting point.

Data sharing
• Increased transparency and secure data 

sharing between social media companies 
and the academic and research 
communities will help misinformation 
researchers continue to better study and 
understand this phenomenon.

Pre-bunking strategies
• One way to counter climate misinformation 

may, ironically, come from exposure to it. 
This was the conclusion of a study by 
Cambridge University researchers focused 
on COVID-19 misinformation.

https://www.goviralgame.com/books/go-viral/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/gch2.201600008
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About APCO Worldwide 
APCO Worldwide is an advisory and advocacy communications consultancy helping leading public and 
private sector organizations be catalysts for progress by navigating the challenges of today, acting 
with agility, anticipating social risk and building organizational reputations, relationships and solutions 
to succeed. APCO is proudly an independent and majority women-owned business.

About Logically
Founded in 2017 by MIT and Cambridge alum Lyric Jain, Logically combines advanced AI with human 
expertise to help governments, businesses and the publicidentify and disarm harmful information 
being shared online. The company’s mission is to reduce and eventually eliminate the harm caused 
by the spread of misinformation and disinformation. In 2021, Logically was named one of the world’s 
most innovative artificial intelligence companies by Fast Company and awarded the Rising Star in 
Tech award at the CogX Awards. The company has teams in the U.K., U.S. and India. For more 
information, please visit Logically.
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https://apcoworldwide.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90600124/artificial-intelligence-most-innovative-companies-2021
https://cogx.live/blog/cogx-awards-winners-2021/
http://logically.ai/



