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BACKGROUND 

The UN Secretary-General convened over 100 Heads of State and 

world leaders in business and civil society in September 2014 for 

the first Climate Summit. Leaders made bold announcements on 

climate action, paving the way for a global climate conference in 

2015 scheduled to be held in Paris. 

Global Pulse worked with the Secretary-General’s Climate Change 

Support Team to develop a tool for monitoring real-time social 

media engagement in the months leading up to and following the 

Climate Summit. Seeing how much people around the world were 

talking about climate change, and in what contexts, could be 

useful both for developing communications to target priority 

regions and informing decision makers on what citizens are most 

concerned about. 

Monitoring volume and content of tweets about climate change 

over time could show how Twitter activity changed during the 

public communications build-up to the Climate Summit and other 

major climate-related events like the People’s Climate March held 

in several cities around the world on 21 September. The monitor 

could also reveal if volumes were sustained after the Summit or 

returned to baseline levels, which could indicate enduring or 

temporary engagement, and compare which topics were most 

discussed in different regions. 

USING TWITTER TO UNDERSTAND PUBLIC 

INTEREST IN CLIMATE CHANGE 

Twitter can be used as a proxy indicator of public interest because 

dialogue on social media is natural public conversation, as 

opposed to sponsored content or campaign messaging. The extent 

to which people talk about an issue such as climate change 

publicly (and the sentiment of such conversations) can be 

measured by filtering relevant tweets using a list of commonly used 

words and phrases. 

 

Conducting such an analysis can help establish baseline levels of 

online chatter, make it possible to understand how volumes 

change over time, reveal anomalistic spikes in conversation levels 

and investigate the correlation of such spikes with campaigns or 

events like the Climate Summit. 

Global Pulse developed a taxonomy of approximately 1,000 words 

and phrases related to climate change with support from the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC), the Paris Institute of Political Science (Sciences Po) 

and the French Institute for Research and Innovation in Society 

(IFRIS). The taxonomy was used to filter over 15 million tweets in 

English, French and Spanish starting in April 2014. 

 

The graph above shows the daily volume of English-language tweets about 
climate change from April to November 2014. The two-day spike in 
September occurred during the People’s Climate March and Climate 
Summit. 

The volumes of relevant tweets in eight related sub-topics were 

also measured using the taxonomy to extract relevant tweets. 

These sub-topics were: politics/opinion, energy, economy, 

risk/disaster, agriculture/forestry, weather, arctic and oceans/water. 

For example, a tweet containing the phrases “global warming” and 

“sea level rise” would likely fall into the sub-topic of “climate 

change + oceans,” and therefore contribute to both the total 

volume of tweets about climate change and volume of tweets in 

“climate change + oceans.” 

SUMMARY 
Global Pulse developed a real-time social media monitor to measure and explore online discourse about climate change in support of 
the United Nations Climate Summit in 2014. The publicly accessible monitor analysed tweets in English, Spanish and French on a 

daily basis to show the volume and content of tweets about climate change across a range of topic areas such as economy and energy. 
Measuring and visualising public tweets over time created a baseline of engagement, and showed a significant increase in discussions 
about climate change around the Climate Summit. By providing a tool for comparing interest level between topics and regions, and 
monitoring the social media impact of climate-related public communications and events, the monitor could be used to measure 
awareness, support climate policy decision-making and to drive further public engagement. 
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The graph above shows the daily volumes of English-language tweets about 
climate change and various related sub-topics. 

In addition to volumes and topics, the monitor also measured: 

• Hashtags used in tweets about climate change 

• Top accounts mentioned when people tweet about climate change, 

such as @guardian or @youtube 

• Top accounts that have tweeted most about climate change 

• Top domains most often linked to tweets about climate change, 

such as facebook.com or bbc.co.uk 

• Top tweets based on number of retweets and number of followers 

• Sentiment of tweets about climate change (positive and negative) 

• Country-level volumes comparing how different countries tweet 

relative to one another about each sub-topic 

• Google search trends (how often four popular climate-related 

search terms are entered, or “Googled,” and how popular these 

terms are in different regions) 

 

The sentiment graph above shows the volume of positive and negative 
tweets about climate change (left axis is number of tweets). The largest 
spike on 5 June takes place on World Environment Day, and the second 
spikes in September indicate the Climate March and Climate Summit. 

INSIGHTS & OUTCOMES 

During the week of the Climate Summit, tweets about climate 

change reached unprecedented levels around the world. Since 

April 2014, the baseline volume remained at about 140,000 

English-language tweets per day. On the days of the People’s 

Climate March and Climate Summit in September, the volume of 

English-language tweets increased to over 400,000. Similar trends 

were observed in Spanish- and French-language tweets, with 

volumes rising three to four times. In the month following the 

Summit, the baseline level of tweets rose approximately 10-15%, 

indicating sustained levels of public interest and Twitter 

engagement in climate change. There was also a spike in positive 

sentiment on the day of the Climate Summit, indicating increased 

public approval. 

The sub-topics of ‘politics/opinion’ and ‘economy’ consistently 

showed the highest volume of public conversations about climate 

change, with key influencers often being politicians, celebrity 

entertainers or business leaders. Understanding top influencers on 

Twitter in near real-time helped support communication efforts to 

target messages in different regions, disseminating information by 

leveraging the reach of key influencers. 

For example, the most often mentioned Twitter accounts in public 

tweets about climate change included five news media sites, which 

validated which news outlets could be most effective to reach 

engaged audiences. As another example, the monitor showed that 

@Greenpeace was quantitatively one of the most influential Twitter 

accounts during the months leading up to the Summit. This 

information prompted the UN Secretary-General’s Climate Change 

Support Team to engage Greenpeace to post tweets supporting the 

Summit using the related hashtag #climate2014. 

Lastly, the monitor provided insights about regional priorities within 

the context of climate change. An interactive map shows which 

countries tweet comparatively about different topics, combining 

tweets from all three languages. This tool shows at a glance where 

people tweet most about different issues, and also provides 

detailed country profiles (how many tweets were located to each 

country, and about which issues). 

CONCLUSIONS & NEXT STEPS 

This social media monitor provided a tool to measure public 

engagement on Twitter before, during and after the Climate 

Summit. Understanding the baseline volume of tweets made it 

possible to measure the sustained rise in engagement following the 

Summit. The monitor also demonstrated the potential of 

understanding public opinion in real time about climate change 

and related topics, and seeing how key influencers drive public 

discourse in real-time. 

Knowing which sub-topics were publicly discussed most, and in 

which countries these conversations took place, could help 

advance climate policy and action on the ground, and develop 

communications targeted for geographic or topical relevance. 

IMPLICATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 
• The climate change monitor showed unprecedented global 

Twitter engagement during the UN Climate Summit, with 
conversations across all sub-topics but concentrated in 
politics and the economy. 

• It is recommended that the monitor be refined to more 

directly address the 2015 UN priorities on climate change, 
and expanded to add other languages and data sources 
such as Weibo and public Facebook posts. 

• The ability to measure, analyse and geo-locate global 
conversations about climate change could provide decision 
makers with real-time insights on public opinion and 

priorities, help inform climate policy decisions and frame 
strategic communications. 

THE SOCIAL MEDIA MONITOR IS ACCESSIBLE AT: 
http://www.unglobalpulse.net/climate/ 


