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Energy for Humanity: European Climate Leadership Report



For First Time, Majority in U.S. Oppose Nuclear Energy



Public support for nuclear energy on a wide variety of measures has remained quite steady over the past five years. 
Two-thirds of the public, 65 percent, favor nuclear energy as one of the ways to provide electricity in the United 
States.

Overall, do you strongly favor, somewhat favor, somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose the use of nuclear energy as one 
of the ways to provide electricity in the United States?

U.S. PUBLIC OPINION ABOUT NUCLEAR ENERGY
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More people support nuclear as part of 
the low carbon energy mix

Source: YouGov
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Message Frames and Moral Decision-Making

19

• Care/Harm
• Fairness/Reciprocity
• In-Group/Out-Group
• Authority/Respect
• Sanctity/Purity
• Freedom*

• We have all 5 within us; 
conservatives draw on 
all about equally; 
liberals put more weight 
on Care/Fairness 

• Jonathan Haidt (The 
Righteous Mind)
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• Sense of growing momentum for clean energy 
future

• Technology portrayed as continuing to evolve and 
technology challenges as largely conquered

• More and more companies moving to renewable 
energy

• More power companies offering clean/renewable 
energy options to consumers

• Often points to clean energy successes in other 
countries

• Costs have come down, are increasingly more 
affordable/competitive with conventional power

• Almost exclusively focused on renewables
• Elevates in-group/out-group

“Clean Energy is Possible/Happening” Frame

The good news is that the 
technological and economic 
basis for such action has never 
looked better. In particular, 
renewable energy – wind and 
solar – has  become much 
cheaper in recent years, and 
progress in energy storage 
looks increasingly likely to 
resolve the problem of 
intermittency.
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• 100% renewables is only truly sustainable 
option and only way to truly combat 
climate change

• 100% renewables is within reach
• Primary challenge is political, not 

technical
• Primarily focuses on wind and solar, does 

not include nuclear
• Conflates nuclear with coal and other 

dirty power sources that need to be 
retired, eliminated

• Elevates care/harm, sanctity/purity, in-
group/out-group foundations

“100% Renewables” Frame

Nuclear power, much like coal, oil and gas, is 
a bridge to nowhere. America’s energy 
future must be powered by 100% clean, 
renewable energy like wind and solar—and 
nuclear in no way meets this requirement.

We envision a future where families can 
raise their kids in communities free from 
toxic pollution, where everyone has the 
opportunity for a good job and access to 
healthy, affordable energy. The transition to 
100 percent clean, renewable energy will 
ensure a more resilient, sustainable and 
equitable future for all.
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• Often points to disputes between 
environmental camps—those who push solar 
and wind vs. those who raise conservation and 
blight concerns about those power sources 

• Highlights discrepancy between camps that 
claim intermittency/storage/scalability/ 
transmission concerns have been solved and 
those who say they have not

• Occasionally points to nuclear and natural gas 
as necessary to maintain in order to meet 
baseload power needs

• Occasionally suggests that renewables, cap and 
trade, and other policies will not actually meet 
carbon reduction goals

• Elevates fairness/reciprocity foundation, in-
group/out-group foundation

“No Consensus” Frame

Large-scale solar projects require 
vast amounts of land, land that is 
home to many animal and plant 
species, most iconic among them 
a slow-moving herbivore called 
the desert tortoise. The creature 
is so highly regarded by the 
conservation community, and so 
threatened by climate change, 
that groups that might otherwise 
regard themselves as allies of 
clean energy find themselves at 
odds with the solar industry.
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• Sense that claims about viability of renewables are 
overstated or overly optimistic, at cost to jobs and 
prosperity of other industries

• Raises intermittency/storage/scalability/ 
transmission concerns about renewables in terms 
of meeting consumer needs, costing consumers

• Suggests that advanced nuclear is still too far off, 
may not materialize, so investments there take 
resources that could boost other industries

• Often emphasizes maintaining or increasing existing 
natural gas production as primary bridge between 
fossil fuels and renewables

• Elevates care/harm, fairness/reciprocity, in-
group/out-group foundations

“Unequal Playing Field” Frame

Far from looking for a savior, 
the coal industry simply 
wants to compete on a level 
playing field with natural gas 
and what [the industry] calls 
cheap renewables -- cheap, 
thanks largely to big 
government subsidies. 
Scaling back disruptive and 
damaging regulations will do 
much to accomplish this.
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• Sense that energy policy needs to strike a 
balance between traditional energy 
industries and new technologies; 
environmental interests and impact on jobs 
and industry; political ideology on energy 
and climate change and practical power 
demands/needs; interests of industry and 
interests of consumers

• Many voices on all sides of the debate 
carving out need for balance, but putting 
different weight on different interests

• Those that do not include emphasis on 
balance are seen as too pure or self-
interested

• Elevates fairness/reciprocity foundation 

“Striking a Balance” Frame

Cap and trade works by capping the 
amount of greenhouse gases that 
large companies can produce. 
Businesses can then buy permits to 
pollute at auctions, or trade them 
among themselves. The goal is to 
achieve a low-carbon outcome that 
does not strain the economy.

It’s a real win-win for workers and 
for the environment. An 
increasingly clean-energy 
economy can provide jobs and 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• Concerns about intermittency/storage/ 
transmission lead some to suggest nuclear 
power is necessary to baseload energy

• Sense that there has been an over-focus 
on solar and wind

• Some suggest existing nuclear could help 
to rapidly meet carbon emissions 
reduction goals

• Some regulators, utilities suggest that 
investments in existing nuclear plants 
should not be wasted

• However, rarely, if ever, includes advanced 
fission or fusion in discussion

• Elevates care/harm, fairness/reciprocity 
foundations

“Nuclear as Energy Bridge” Frame

Solar has captured an outsize place in the public 
consciousness compared with its total power 
contribution. It still accounts for less than 1 
percent of total electricity generation in 2015.  
According to experts, only about 25 percent of 
all residential rooftops are suitable for solar 
installations – the roofs may not get much 
sunlight or are in no condition to support solar 
modules.

As part of an energy plan that runs through 
2050, the Swiss government has already 
agreed not to replace its existing nuclear 
plants, which can operate as long as they're 
deemed safe. The plants are to be closed 
progressively as their life spans expire, and 
the government says it needs time to switch 
to other sources such as wind, solar, and 
biomass energy.
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• China and other nations once thought of 
as “behind” U.S. are now leading 
technology development

• Need to preserve American 
exceptionalism. U.S. may be left behind, 
less competitive in global marketplace 
and political power if it does not invest in 
these technologies

• Some U.S. cities and states are leading the 
way, building economic prosperity as a 
result. Other states may miss chance to 
capitalize on new economic opportunities

• Elevates in-group/out-group, 
respect/authority, care/harm foundations

“National/International Energy Race” Frame

Remember when China was the 
climate-action outcast, the obstacle 
standing in the way of progress in the 
global fight against a warming planet? 
What a difference a few years – and an 
election – can make. Officials in Beijing 
are contriving to cast China in a fresh 
role, to project the country as a –
perhaps the – global leader on climate 
change. For China, going greener and 
cleaner has been driven in considerable 
part by environmental necessity. But at 
least as important, China is betting that 
clean energy and green technology will 
be what powers the global economy of 
the 21st century.
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• Talks about nuclear almost exclusively in 
terms of conventional nuclear power 
plants

• Nuclear portrayed as “grandfather’s 
power source”—part of past that has not 
evolved and is on path to extinction

• Nuclear seen as bulky, unwieldy, too 
centralized, not cutting-edge, scalable, 
portable, nimble

• Nuclear seen as expensive to build and 
maintain 

• Conflated with “old” and “dirty” power 
sources like coal

• Elevates care/harm, sanctity/purity 
foundations

“Nuclear as Dinosaur” Frame

“It’s technology of the past,” said 
Katharina Umpfenbach of the nonprofit 
Ecologic Institute in Berlin

Nuclear power plants were designed to rev up 
to full power and stay there day and night, 
producing a large and steady amount of 
electricity. But they can't easily change the 
amount of electricity it sends to grid, meaning 
it can't balance the variable output of solar 
and wind facilities. But renewables are 
intermittent, generating little power on days 
that are calm or overcast. So they must be 
complemented by alternative sources of 
energy, which add to the total cost. Big nuclear 
power stations cannot fill that role: nuclear 
power is hard to flex up and down. Combined-
cycle gas turbines (CCGTs) are cheaper and 
more nimble. 
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Key elements of this frame include: 

• Largely focuses on nuclear disasters, 
problems with storage and recycling 
of nuclear waste—including health, 
environmental, and cost impacts

• Conflating nuclear with polluters, like 
coal, that are contributing to problem, 
not part of the solution

• Concerns about nuclear proliferation 
and terrorism in the U.S. and abroad, 
also cited as reasons not to rely on 
nuclear power

• Elevates care/harm, sanctity/purity 
foundations

“Nuclear as Threat to Safety & Environment” Frame

Decades of evidence around the world 
clearly demonstrates that nuclear 
power remains a dirty and extremely 
dangerous energy source, and we will 
continue our efforts to block new 
reactors from being built and replace 
existing ones with 100% clean, 
renewable energy.

The “nightmare scenario” of radioactive 
material being released from nuclear power 
stations using a cyber attack is being 
attempted by terrorist groups, the Deputy 
Secretary-General of the United Nations (UN) 
has warned...There’s an idea that the systems 
are protected…and that is a myth. Every 
system has vulnerabilities. 



In-Depth Interviews



30

Climate is a driving 

motivation for some, but 

not for all 

Landscape
Everybody has got a different reason for doing it. 

Sometimes you say it creates jobs; sometimes you say it 

is freeing yourself from rising utility costs; sometimes you 

say it is because climate change; sometimes it is 

because of pollution. If you are living in the shadow of a 

fossil fuel plant and your city population is choking, that 

is a good reason for the mayor and the city council to turn 

around and [say] no, we want to shut that down and we 

want clean energy.

I would say I have rarely if ever used the climate 

argument. At the end of the day the decision is not 

made on the climate-based metrics. The decision is 

actually made based mainly on a value for electricity 

or actual in savings that come from it, or it is easier 

for you to get a permit to build a new store in this 

town. Those are all business arguments.
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“Clean energy” means 

different things to different 

people

Landscape
We are really trying to get away from the term clean 

energy because we think it sounds very green. We're trying 

to stay away from sounding liberal or sounding 

environmental on this issue… We try to stay very, very far 

away from anything that is painted green. Advanced 

energy to us is a different way of framing this that allows it 

to not be tied to climate and allows it to not be tied to 

anything environmental. It is advanced technology.

We consciously use the term clean energy and we use 

clean energy to refer to those clean and renewable 

sources of energy that don't cause pollution. So it is not 

just a matter of the carbon pollution associated with fossil 

fuels, which we regard as the dirty fuels, but also we don't 

regard nuclear power as clean energy and some people 

would.

When I hear the term clean energy, I just 

substitute whatever definition they have with my 

definition.



32

Nuclear not part of the 

clean energy conversation 

Landscape

Advanced nuclear doesn't exist in this country. It is a 

nonfactor except in a handful of super energy nerds 

that I talk to. The people who are running the political 

shops, the people who are running the field shops, it is 

not even on the table.

There is going to be a time in the not-to-distant 

future in this country where we are wrestling 

with the issue of nukes again. That is going to be 

a real problem. That then becomes the fight is 

whether or not nuclear is good for climate, not 

whether and how we can maintain or increase 

emissions-free energy. I don't know that the 

climate movement is ready for that. I don't know 

that the traditional lines around the issue of 

nuclear are going to hold. I'd be surprised if 

some environmental groups don't break and 

embrace nuclear while others that will double 

down and reject nuclear.
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Broadening the Message

What Worked What Didn’t Mixed Reactions

• “All Americans deserve to live in safe 

and healthy communities.”

• “Imagine…”

• “Safe, healthy, livable communities”

• “Cleaner, healthier air and less 

pollution for generations to come”

• “No human responsibility runs deeper 

than the charge of every generation to 

care for the generation that follows it.”

• “Rapid transition to a domestic clean 

energy platform will make Americans 

safer at home and abroad, and move 

the U.S. toward an energy independent 

future.”

• “Climate change isn’t just an 

environmental or political issue—it’s an 

economic and business issue. 

• “The fact is, severe weather events 

and changing weather patterns are 

already negatively impacting farming, 

shipping, and countless other business 

sectors in the world economy.”

• Public/private partnership

• “Climate crisis”

• “America has fallen behind many of 

the major economies around the 

world.” 

• “If we don’t act now, our children and 

families face the irreversible loss of 

cities due to sea level rise, 

unprecedented storms and droughts, 

widespread food shortages and 

disease, and even mass extinction 

across the natural world.”

• “There is no reason to favor renewable 

energy alone over other forms of 

abundant clean energy.”

• “New, advanced fission technologies 

are safe, small, and low-cost. They can 

be manufactured offsite and delivered 

easily across the planet, potentially 

generating billions in US exports.”

• “Soon enough to make a difference”

• “It’s time to reclaim our position as a 

global leader in energy technology and 

innovation.”

• “And today there is no greater and 

growing threat for future generations 

than climate change.”

• “Energy security and independence is 

vital for our freedom and national 

security.”

• “Innovation in nuclear fission and 

fusion energy techniques is rapidly 

advancing...could potentially meet our 

clean energy needs sooner than many 

might imagine.”

• “Energy imports mean dependence on 

foreign sources, which mostly come 

from unstable and politically 

vulnerable areas of the world, 

particularly in the Middle East.”

• “Meeting the climate challenge is too 

urgent to limit the tools available in 

this fight.”

• Nuclear put in clean energy category 

with renewables
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The nuclear energy 

knowledge gap and flawed 

mental template

Barriers Often [nuclear fusion and fission] are not part of 

the conversation. Every time I see that, it raises a 

red flag. It doesn't necessarily automatically 

belong [in the category of clean energy] so that 

raises a red flag. I don't know enough. They raise 

questions in my head. I would need to understand 

the feasibility, the economics, and the potential 

danger. 

I am really challenged by this. I really am. I 

have always personally been very anti-nuclear 

power. You look at what happened with 

Fukushima. The downside is so down. It is such 

a low risk but such high impact problem that I 

really don't know how to square it. For me, I get 

nervous when people talk about small modular 

reactors, advanced nuclear. I get nervous 

because I feel like the work hasn't been done 

on the true proliferation issues. I know lots of 

people have looked at the potential 

environmental impacts of these but I just worry 

about the proliferation impacts and I don't 

know who has actually done the work on it. I 

am really uncomfortable with all of this until 

that is done, if that makes sense. 
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The nuclear energy 

inspiration gap

Barriers I think it would probably be hard [to get excited about 

investing in nuclear in part because most people don't 

know that much about it. Again, you are talking about 

a trade off between something that you know can be 

effective. [Renewables] we know something about; 

fission we are skeptical, and fusion is the one that we 

just don't know nearly as much about it. 

Basically, nuclear does not seem hip and 

cool. It does not seem like anything good is 

happening in nuclear. It seems like when 

you think about the Vogtle plant that is 

being built in Georgia and its sister plant 

that is being built in South Carolina, it is 

1980s technology. It might be that it will be 

deployed. For advanced nuclear technology 

it just feels like it is an academic paper 

exercise.

If people have been working on it for so many 

decades -- people have often talked about fusion in 

kind of a lasting way. Like fusion energy—is that ever 

going to happen? I would have to be convinced.
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Power of 100% renewables 

vision

Barriers
I think that setting the goal on trying to achieve 

100 percent renewables given the kinds of -- to 

me, it is almost like an Apollo project. You don't 

know exactly how you are going to get there and 

you may not actually get there, but by setting the 

goal you will animate innovation in areas where it 

needs to happen. I think about John Kennedy. He 

is sitting there in 1962 and he says we're going to 

achieve the goal before this decade is out of 

landing a man on the moon and returning him 

safely to the earth. We didn't know how to do that 

at that point, but it animated a generation of 

engineers to solve that problem and achieve that 

goal. I think sitting here today I honestly don't 

think we know how to make the system that I am 

involved in running run on 100 percent 

renewables. You are talking about very 

intermittent sources, so wind and solar are 

wonderful but they are very intermittent and 

people really like to consume their power at a very 

steady rate, so you have to take something that is 

really jagged and turn it into something that is 

really stable. You've got to do that all the time and 

you've got to make that work 99.99 percent of the 

time. How do you do that? To me, it feels like an 

Apollo project. That is a laudable goal to work 

toward attaining and there are all kinds of great 

innovation that is going to come out from trying to 

achieve it even if we don't totally achieve it.
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Scarcity and competition

Barriers Every time you turn around and say we're going to 

revitalize the nuclear power industry, the amount of 

money and time and research and everything that goes 

into that is the same time, money, and expertise that 

could have gone into the clean energy revolution.

I don't mind them doing a little bit more research. I 

just don't think we ought to be banking on this and 

trying to figure out how to turn around and have 

this be the Godsend that is going to protect us. We 

can get to 100 percent clean energy if we apply 

ourselves to it. Every time we take a diversionary 

path and try to say let's also do this other thing, it 

delays where we have to get.

If your nuke plants are going to take investment out 

of my wind or solar project, that is business getting 

in the way nonetheless, even among renewable 

advocates because you can have renewable 

advocates, who also have a business interest in 

their renewable resource. So if another renewable 

resource comes in and threatens theirs, then you 

may have conflict.
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Nuclear advocates: 

environmental allies or 

industry interests

Barriers

It is not clear to me that a lot of the people who are 

actually trying to fight to save nuclear are actually 

people who are trying to fight to embrace an entire 

climate-friendly future. Because they don't care about 

anything else. You are using nuclear as like a climate 

change solution.

The entrenched interests that want to get the 

last drop out of fossil fuels and nuclear power. 

They have huge investments in it, and they 

make huge profits from it.
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Reputational and financial 

costs for climate and 

environment NGOs

Barriers to Support for Nuclear

• Fear of organizational death 

and dismemberment

• Fear of lost revenue

• Fear of being excluded or 

shunned by our peers, which 

has a personal and 

professional impact on us. 

• Risk to leadership.

• Green on green violence. 
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A sensible voice between 

two extremes

Opportunities We actually have responsibility to make sure that 

power is reliable and affordable. If you don't have 

that responsibility, it is really easy to say let's just 

make radical change.

The whole climate change discussion and the 

technologies available to help alleviate climate change 

is very political. There are a lot of attributes of so-called 

clean energy and climate change that are sort of 

religious in nature. I don't see it that way at all. I see it 

more dispassionately. 

I've got all the talking points as to why nuclear is 

bad, and I think it has challenges, and we are 

losing the climate fight. We are losing the 

emissions. Yes, we are making progress with solar 

and wind. Yes, we are making progress in terms of 

the number of jobs in that sector versus jobs in the 

coal sector. I get that. If I am honest with myself 

about the threat that climate poses relative to the 

threat that individual nuclear plants pose, there is 

no question that individual nuclear plants pose 

less of a threat than global climate change.
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Not putting our eggs all in 

one basket

Opportunities
You don't have enough renewables; renewables don't 

constitute enough of the generation system. If we got 

rid of all fossil fuels, we wouldn't have electricity. The 

question: how do you get to an appropriate 

transition? How do you get there? That is something 

we're all struggling with. People are advocating for 

limited tools. All the advocacy you see for renewables 

are from really two resources only, solar and wind.

So at the end of the day when you are armchair 

quarterbacking a 100 percent renewables policy, 

was it worth the cost that you put into it, or was 

there a better way to essentially try to optimize all 

outcomes including environmental impacts but 

also considering the affordability of a core 

requirement of modern life. That is the balance 

that I think needs to be struck as we pursue that. 

That doesn't mean we shouldn't pursue it but that 

is a debate that should be healthy and ongoing as 

we would pursue a policy like that.

Nuclear, I think you are just going to need some of that. That is more of a 

belief. I can't point to evidence, but I just feel like at the end of the day it is 

very likely that you are going to need some of that to make that system 

really as reliable as you want it to be.
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Awakening imagination, 

innovation, influence

Opportunities

The U.S. has led in so many innovative 

technologies. Silicon Valley, everything 

– we are innovation; that is what the 

U.S. is.

I think one of the challenges with clean energy is it 

is thought off as off the grid hippies. I wasn't 

around then but when we built the interstate 

highway system, it wasn't like we didn't have roads 

then. We just took roads and put them on steroids. 

We need to take clean energy and put that shit on 

steroid. That is good old fashioned infrastructure 

stuff, so let's talk about it that way. It is the real 

meat and potatoes infrastructure stuff. 

The key thing is to encourage innovation. I really think 

at small scales and maybe I'm being colored by work in 

innovation and minimum viable products and stuff like 

that. We are really trying to think about how we do 

things at a smaller scale than larger scales and then 

those smaller scales scale up to bigger things over 

time. I think the more interesting stuff is in the 

controls that you use to make the distribution system 

actually optimize itself and do it intelligently and 

automatically so customers don't have to think about 

it. That is the stuff that really excites me and I think 

can integrate renewables and get to that low carbon 

future that we're talking about quickest.

I think fusion is probably the least developed, 

but maybe that might be the most intriguing.
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People-centered, rather 

than politics-centered

Opportunities

The average American does not necessarily understand anything 

about electricity, but they know when their lights are out and they 

know when their bill is too high. Those are the 2 things the 

average American will always talk about when it comes to 

electricity.

A lot of the stuff is the media is more like why don't you 

believe in climate change? Why are you a climate denier? 

Don't you believe this is the worst existential crisis facing 

your children today and all of these arguments that are 

moral arguments, which are really important. Don't get 

me wrong, but it doesn't actually solve the problem of the 

mechanics of how one makes change in people’s lives.

People are focusing on something else. They are focusing 

on things which are more immediate to their lives than 

climate change for the future. They are focusing on the 

lives of their children, their children's ability to have good 

jobs, their children's ability to afford college and then have 

meaningful work.

My humble perspective, you don't talk about climate 

change. You talk about technology. You talk about 

innovation; you talk about economic development; you 

talk about growth; you talk about job creation. Talk about 

all the things we want: safety, security, freedom, enjoy our 

lives and healthier now and forever. 

You talk about creating a better future from a jobs 

perspective for your kids and grandkids because this is 

where the world is going. Forget about climate change. 

Don't even talk about it. 
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Some recent inspiration

A rendering of Oklo Inc.'s Aurora, an advanced fission power generator 
(December 2019)
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A Few Examples: Changing Nuclear Narrative 2018 



CONCLUSION

1: Don't bash renewables

2: Be inclusive By a two-to-one ratio, 
Americans support “all-of-the-above” low 
carbon frame over exclusively focusing on 
100% renewables.

3: Target your message Climate doesn't work 
with everyone...for others, health, cost or 
security of supply matters more.  

5. Be empathic.  Values alignment. 

4. Close the inspiration gap: Awaken 
imagination, innovation, influence.

Please get in touch to find out more: 
www.energyforhumanity.org

http://www.energyforhumanity.org/

