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Overview

• Nuclear Discourses and ‘Reluctant Acceptance’  
in the UK 2000-2010?

• Local Nuclear Communities

• Engaging publics with Energy System Change

• Beliefs about Climate Change



Past Images (circa 1950s)
(source J. O’Brian (2012) Atomic Postcards. Intellect Press.)





Attitudes to Nuclear Power – 1986-2000
• Following the TMI and Chernobyl disasters, very high levels 

of opposition to nuclear power in USA and many European 
Countries (up to 80% in European polls).

• The associations with atomic weapons, radioactive waste, 
contamination, cancer & accidents lead to unique worries 
about nuclear power.

• Unacceptability of nuclear power also related to distrust of 
those who manage/regulate it.

• Perceived (local and national) benefits also matter!

• No one ‘public attitude’ to nuclear – demographics and 
values, contexts/conditions, and issue framing all matter. 



• Shifting Nuclear Discourses and ‘Reluctant 
Acceptance’  in the UK 2000-2010?





Over the period 2000-2010 Nuclear Power was reframed by 
various UK policy actors as a part “solution” to Climate 
Change and Energy Security concerns

▫ Renewable sources will not be sufficient to meet future electricity needs 
(and natural gas stocks running down)

▫ Nuclear power brings reliability (of uranium supplies and in operation)

▫ A ‘low carbon’ energy source in operation, although 
construction/decommissioning carbon costs larger

▫ Impacts of this effort was detectable in UK national surveys of beliefs

▫ But culture and values also matter to beliefs

▫ Taylor (2016) The Fall and Rise of Nuclear Power in Britain: A History. Cambridge, UIT Press; 

▫ Bickerstaff et al (2008) Re-framing nuclear power in the UK energy debate: nuclear power, climate change mitigation 
and radioactive waste. Public Understanding of Science, 17, 145-169 

▫ Corner et al (2011) Nuclear power, climate change and energy security: exploring British public attitudes, Energy 
Policy, 39, 4823-4833.

▫ See also for USA data - Greenberg and Truelove (2011) Energy choices and risk beliefs. Risk Analysis, 31(5), 819-831.

Reframing Nuclear Power in the UK: 2000-2010



Question ‘Framing’ Conditions



Proposed Climate Change benefits held some traction 
with some people – but typically a ‘Reluctant’ or 
‘Conditional’ Acceptance expressing an essential 
ambivalence about both – all quotes 2002

▫ Source: Bickerstaff, Lorenzoni, Pidgeon, Poortinga, Simmons (2008) Re-framing nuclear power in the UK 
energy debate: nuclear power, climate change mitigation and radioactive waste. Public Understanding of 
Science, 17, 145-169. 

Reframing Nuclear Power – A Reluctant Acceptance?



• Local Nuclear Communities



Living with Nuclear Risk Study (2003-2008)

Venables, D., Pidgeon, N.F., Henwood, K.L., Parkhill, K. and Simmons, P. (2012) Living with nuclear power: sense of place, 
proximity and risk perception in local host communities. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 32, 371-383.

Parkhill, K.A., Pidgeon, N.F., Henwood, K.L., Simmons, P. and Venables, D. (2010) From the familiar to the extraordinary: local 
residents’ perceptions of risk when living with nuclear power in the UK. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, NS 
35, 39-58.

Henwood, K.L., Pidgeon, N.F., Sarre, S., Simmons, P. and Smith, N. (2008) Risk, framing and everyday life: methodological and 
ethical reflections from three sociocultural projects. Health, Risk and Society, 10, 421-438

Venables, D., Pidgeon, N.F., Henwood, K.L., Simmons, P and Parkhill, K.A. (2009) Living with nuclear power: a Q-method study 
of local community perceptions. Risk Analysis, 29, 1089-1104.



Cardiff Living with Nuclear Risk Study, UK (2003-2008)

• Each existing nuclear site is subtly 
different in social, economic and historical 
terms

• In general more support for nuclear (and 
new build) than in national samples – but 
complex and not just pro- or anti-

• Benefits (economic and other), familiarity, 
and trust in local managers are all 
important

• But – ANXIETIES ABOUT SAFETY 
ALWAYS EXIST below the surface

• Concerns about waste

• Desire for full consultation 



Interviews (n=61) Theme 1: Making Risk Ordinary

• Familiarisation
▫ The power station fading into the landscapes

“[…]it's just there and that's it, it's just part of the landscape” (Sophie, Oldbury)

▫ Benign constructions of the power station (eg symbolising ‘home’)
“I don' know why, it used to be a pleasant site if you were at sea, you had a bit of a 
rotten voyage, you could see that power station and [think/say] ‘thank god we‘re 
nearly home’” (Trevor, Bradwell)

▫ Social connections with nuclear power station staff & knowing 
something about working practices
“[…]from what I know of them on a surface basis they’re a good bunch of people 
doing their job properly, on the same basis that I go to work[…and…] from what I 
see there are a lot of failsafe procedures in effect to stop accidents” (Francesca, 
Oldbury)

A taken for granted presence

Parkhill, Pidgeon, Henwood, Simmons, Venables (2010) Trans. Inst. Brit. Geog., NS 35, 39-58.



Interviews (n=61) Theme 2: Noticing the Extraordinary (risk, 
threat and anxiety as part of everyday life)

• Intersection of risk and biography (as primers of 
anxiety)

“No not about the area but I have thought many times you know when there 
were terrorist bombs in London and other places, I have thought the most 
obvious place for a nuclear, for a terrorist attack would be a nuclear power 
station and that made me really quite scared” (Sara, Oldbury)

An ‘extraordinary risk’ or ‘nuclear uncanny’ (after Joe Masco ‘Nuclear 
Borderlands’)

Parkhill, Pidgeon, Henwood, Simmons, Venables (2010) Trans. Inst. Brit. Geog., NS 35, 39-58.



July 2008 Oldbury and Hinkley Nuclear Community Survey,
Predictors of Support for Local New Build (Cardiff University: n=1,326)

Venables, D., Pidgeon, N.F., Henwood, K.L., Parkhill, K. and Simmons, P. (2012) Living with nuclear 
power: sense of place, proximity and risk perception in local host communities. Journal of 
Environmental Psychology, 32, 371-383.



•

• Putting Nuclear in Context – Engaging Publics 
with Energy System Change

Is there a ‘social contract’ for change?



Available at:



Public VALUES for Energy System Change
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Public VALUES – Nuclear Concerns
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Public VALUES – Nuclear Concerns and Upsides
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See also current (much updated) version - www.my2050.beis.gov.uk



My2050 (2013 version) UK Energy System Tool 
Lever Positions (0 to 3)
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Source: Demski, Spence and Pidgeon, Nature Energy, March 2017.



• Impacts of Beliefs about Climate Change ?



More Recent European Data (Fieldwork 2006; n = 1000 each country)

Source: Sonnenberger et al (2021) Climate concerned but anti-nuclear: Exploring (dis)approval of nuclear energy in four 

European countries. Energy Research and Social Science, 75, 102008. 



More Recent European Data (Fieldwork 2006; n= 1000 each country)

Source: Sonnenberger et al (2021) Climate concerned but anti-nuclear: Exploring (dis)approval of nuclear energy in four 

European countries. Energy Research and Social Science, 75, 102008. 



Nuclear Power Support - USA

• M

Materials courtesy of Hank Jenkins-Smith and 
Kuhika Gupta, University of Oklahoma



Extreme weather 
events

Stressed political fabric(s), social 
uncertainty and extreme 

polarization 

Climate change 
protests 

The New Political Normal ?
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