
 

Alex Trembath: Welcome to another episode of Breakthrough Dialogues, the podcast for 
pragmatists and problem solvers, brought to you by the Breakthrough 
Institute. I'm Alex Trembath, your host and Deputy Director at 
Breakthrough. So, quick refresher for our listeners from last season. This is 
the first episode of the second season of Breakthrough Dialogues, so I just 
wanna take one minute, very quickly, to reflect on what we're trying to do 
here. 

Alex Trembath: The Breakthrough Institute is over ten years old. I've been here since 2011. 
In that time, we've expanded from a core initial focus on clean energy 
innovation, and in particular renewable energy innovation, to broader 
work on energy transitions, advanced nuclear energy, conservation, and 
more recently food and agriculture. 

Alex Trembath: We also started a regular journal, highlighting cutting-edge thinking, 
environmental philosophy, and politics. And, we have been hosting more 
events, convening a growing coalition of ecomodernists, the 
ecomodernish, and loyal critics of ecomodernism and our thinking 
around here. 

Alex Trembath: Given that our events and the journal are just a couple times a year, last 
spring we launched this podcast to expand those conversations to a wider 
audience. More recently, we relaunched our website, 
www.thebreakthrough.org, so please go check that out and subscribe to 
our newsletter, to this podcast, and follow us on social media. 

Alex Trembath: For this first episode of our second season, we talked to Hannah Ritchie. 
Hannah is a researcher at Our World in Data, a project out of the University 
of Oxford, bringing long-term global trends in human health, prosperity, 
consumption, and freedom to the fore. Hannah's work has focused on 
major environmental trends, including tracking progress in the 
sustainable development goals, the complexities of fertilizer production 
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and use, and most recently a really excellent analysis of global plastic 
consumption and waste, which is where our conversation began. 

Alex Trembath: I have been a fan of Our World in Data for years. We're really big fans of it at 
Breakthrough. And I wanted to start with a particular project that you 
worked on this year on plastic and plastic consumption and plastic waste. 
And I bring that up because I wrote something a few months ago on the 
environmental debate about plastic straws in the United States. My take 
was that we're putting a lot of energy and thought into a very small 
portion of global environmental impacts, or even a very small portion of 
the impacts of plastic. 

Alex Trembath: I wanted to ask you to tell us, for a start, about your look into plastic 
consumption and plastic waste. And why that is a project that Our World in 
Data would take on. 

Hannah Ritchie: Yeah. No, I remember your plastic piece coming out around the same time 
that I published mine. And I think I really fully agreed with what you said. I 
think we're very much on the same wavelength with that. But the reason 
that I really wanted to put this piece on plastic pollution out there was 
because recently, as an environmental topic, it's really become very big in 
the public eye. 

Hannah Ritchie: I know, of course, we'll find the environmental space, it always becomes an 
obsessive public focus a lot of the time which changes, which carries its 
own issues. But for now it seems to be plastic pollution. And I thought, 
"Okay, so if everyone seems to be really behind addressing plastic pollution 
and there's a big drive behind this, let's try and capitalize on this and go 
with this momentum to really figure out how can we best place this 
enthusiasm and this drive to address the issue?" 

Hannah Ritchie: And I've been seeing lots of stuff in the media, often well-intentioned, and 
from the public in terms of actions of how we address this. And as you see, 
it's always been focused on these really low scale interventions of plastic 
straws, etc., which I know intuitively, just the impact of that is just almost 
insignificant. 

Hannah Ritchie: I really wanted to put out a piece that really looked at, "Okay, if we wanna 
address this, how do we best do it? How do we best place this momentum?" 
And to really do that, you need to zoom out, look at where plastics are 
generated, where plastic becomes a pollutant and potentially enters the 
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ocean, and then that gives you clues on how you can best intercept that 
and really bring about change. 

Hannah Ritchie: And I couldn't find any resource on the web that really tried to synthesize 
this and bring all the understanding together into this easily 
understandable overview. So that's what I did. At Our World in Data, we try 
to take basic topics on global... spanning a range of issues on global 
development, bring them in to kind of digest, that mostly everyone can 
understand, and we try and present them through interactive data 
visualizations and stuff, that people engage with and is hopefully a little 
bit fun way of bringing data to life. 

Hannah Ritchie: Really, the key findings from bringing all that together was that rich 
countries, although we produce a lot of plastic, we actually have very good 
waste management systems. And almost none of the plastic we produce 
really ends up in the ocean. So North America and Europe combined, global 
plastic pollution in the oceans is less than 5% of the global total. 

Hannah Ritchie: Really what we're seeing there is even if we completely stopped using 
plastic altogether, we would have an almost insignificant impact on global 
plastic pollution. Really, the key sources of plastic pollution come from 
low- to middle-income countries where they have relatively poor waste 
management systems, and over the last couple of decades, we've seen really 
rampant industrialization. So basically, the industrialization has really 
outpaced their capacity to increase waste management. 

Hannah Ritchie: So then, basically what we take from this is that we can do as many of these 
small interventions as we want, particularly in the West, and it makes 
almost no impact. If we are saying that we really wanna bring about 
change in this area, really the way to do that is one, don't ship our plastic 
waste to countries where the waste management is poor and potentially 
end up in the ocean. And two, probably our most effective strategy is to 
invest in waste management elsewhere. 

Hannah Ritchie: But without zooming out and looking at that context, you completely miss 
that story. And there are several reasons why I think missing that story is 
detrimental. The first is obviously that we're just not effective in 
addressing the core issue there. The second is that we can potentially lead 
to a backfire in terms of other environmental impacts. So, for example, you 
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put all our emphasis on plastic pollution and it can have knock-off effects 
on climate change, for example, for food waste. 

Hannah Ritchie: And then the third, I think, which is really key, is that what happens is we 
get ten years down the line, we've tried to implement all of these micro-
scale changes that people think have had a large impact on their life, and 
we've really changed behaviors, and actually we've got nowhere. And we 
just end up in a situation where the public tends to distrust action in 
terms of environment. They feel that they've made significant changes and 
nothing's happened. And I think that can spill over into a range of 
environmental issues, where we just have this widening distrust between 
what we say we can do and what the public believes is actually possible. 

Alex Trembath: Yeah. That's one thing that I've really appreciated about Our World in Data, 
is your guys' ability and efficacy in putting big problems and big issues in 
context, in the global context in particular. And on that note, especially 
your guys' ability to take issues, take discourses that start maybe in the 
Western world, in the United States or Europe, like plastic straws or like 
micro-level plastic consumption, and then remind everyone that these are 
global problems that have context, yes, in the Bay area or in London, but 
also in Shanghai and in Mumbai and in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Alex Trembath: And that the way that we think about resource use and resource 
consumption and waste and pollution is very different in those contexts, 
both in terms of what humans consume in different societies, and in the 
institutions that we have set up to deal with that consumption and that 
waste. You're talking about recycling facilities and management practices 
and things like that. Is that a particularly intentional part of your work at 
Our World in Data, zooming out of conversations that are had in the rich 
world and putting them in the context of poor and middle-income 
countries? 

Hannah Ritchie: Yeah, definitely. I think one of the key reasons that we zoom out is that 
really getting... I mean, this applies to everyone. Just our intuition for the 
scale of numbers is just not there. And this is everyone. Same for me, when 
I first approach a topic, I just have no sense of the numbers. And until you 
give the global context between regions and different countries that you 
just completely lose that sense and intuition of what's big and what's 
small. 
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Hannah Ritchie: Because you get into numbers. As soon as you start mentioning tons, 

everyone thinks that's a really big number. So I think that, in particular, in 
terms of the number context, is important. And I think the other aspect to 
that is that we sometimes need to tread carefully in terms of how we 
phrase stuff. 

Hannah Ritchie: So, for example, I had to be careful when I put this narrative out, in terms 
of ... because we don't wanna start a blame game, right? So the plastic 
pollution story in particular, if I had just said, "All of the plastic's coming 
from Asia in particular," people could easily interpret that as me saying, 
"Hey, Asia, you sort out this problem. It's not our problem." 

Hannah Ritchie: But the fact is that most of these issues are globalized problems. And 
actually, the real narrative here is if rich countries are serious about 
addressing this issue, which we see we are, unless this is just CSR [corporate 
social responsibility] lip-speak pretending to be serious about it, then the 
key here is a collaborative approach and investment from the rich world to 
low to middle income countries. 

Alex Trembath: I wanted to ask you about your approach there. It seems to me like Our 
World in Data hits this sweet spot between really polarized takes on an 
analysis from a very sharp, polar angle, and just dry context list data 
analysis, or data on a page. Our World in Data really tells stories, but they 
don't come across as biased, I guess is what I'm trying to say. 

Alex Trembath: How do you guys do that? How do you approach a subject, whether it's 
plastic or pollution or life expectancy or anything else, in a way that comes 
across as objective, but also tells a compelling story? 

Hannah Ritchie: Well, it's good to hear that we're not seen as being biased. I mean, it's 
always... I think our placement there is quite intentional. We place a lot of 
emphasis on this kind of impartiality. We really see our role there as being 
there to present what the global evidence and data is on important issues. 
And most of these issues, as you see, lie somewhere within a very polarized 
spectrum of opinions. 

Hannah Ritchie: And really, it's always our aim to present this without any political or 
ideological agenda. We really focus on, what does the empirical data say, 
and what's the story around this? And I think we do a reasonably good job 
of this. I think people from across, whether it's the political spectrum or 
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different ideological lanes, they still come to realize, seem to trust our data. 
We'll report our data. We get quoted in left-wing press, right-wing press. 

Hannah Ritchie: In fact, some of our favorite moments come when we'll present a chart or 
we'll present a blog and actually, we get... two people will reply from 
completely different lanes of the spectrum with completely different 
answers. So you post a chart on falling poverty and you get one guy saying, 
"Yay, capitalism!" And you get someone saying, "Oh, yay, this is due to 
socialism." Which is fine. I think that's actually part of our role, is that 
within these polarized debates, if we can at least start from a basis that we 
agree on what the baseline and underlying facts and evidence is, then 
that's a good place to start. 

Hannah Ritchie: I think that's often missing from these sorts of debates. And the major 
problems arise when you can't agree on the facts in the first place. So yeah, 
we try to assume this impartial central position, which from a personal 
perspective, can be hard sometimes. Obviously, I have particular political 
leanings. The other guys on the team also have that, but we very much try 
to stick to the data, and then present the narrative and the story around 
that. 

Alex Trembath: Yeah. I see Our World in Data as part of a trend in recent analysis and 
research with Hans Rosling and the Gapminder project, this very data-
driven but largely impartial approach to looking at long-term global 
trends. And as I say, you see that with your outfit, Gapminder, and a couple 
others. So I wanted to ask you to tell us a little bit more about the real 
mission there, and whether you think it's successful so far, in an age where 
at least a lot of us in the rich world are getting less and less confident in 
the ability of facts, reason, data, history, to guide our political decisions 
and our world views. 

Alex Trembath: Is your mission and the mission of other parallel organizations working? 

Hannah Ritchie: I hope so. Our World in Data, we were very much inspired by the work of 
Hans Rosling. He was one of my major idols. And Max, who founded Our 
World in Data, he worked with him a lot in the past. And unfortunately, he 
passed away. And we really miss his influence in that, but we're still very 
much in touch with the Roslings and Gapminder. So I think ourselves and 
Gapminder really work in a very similar environment, and in many ways 
our missions are the same and quite complimentary to one other. 
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Hannah Ritchie: We both stem from this fact that the understanding of many, if not most 

people, is that the very basic questions in the world of how the world is 
changing, most people get those questions wrong. And that's really largely 
a feeling of the media and that narrative, but also the educational system. 

Hannah Ritchie: Our approach from Gapminder is in some ways a little bit different. 
Gapminder really focuses... They place a lot of focus on this ignorance 
testing that they do now, where they survey and teach on the really high 
level top ten questions, which is really basic stuff like, "Is poverty rising, 
falling, or staying the same?" And most people, surprisingly, get that wrong. 

Hannah Ritchie: I think we, in many ways, try to go much broader and much more in depth. 
So I think in that spectrum from academia and research to the public, I 
think Gapminder sits much closer to the public, whereas I think we in 
many ways take a slightly more academic approach. But I think we're 
complimentary to Gapminder on that spectrum. 

Hannah Ritchie: But I think really one of the key missions for us is really to provide a go-to 
reference for anyone that's looking to gain a basic or empirical 
understanding of what's going on in the world. And we try to do that 
across as many development topics as possible. For the really basic 
questions that people have on how the world's changing or, for example, 
energy or climate, etc., there should really be a trusted, understandable 
source where you can find answers very quickly. And I think that's the kind 
of gap that we aim to fill. 

Alex Trembath: Yeah, I wanted to ask how that's going. We talked about how your work gets 
picked up by left-wing press or right-wing press. And I've seen a lot of that. I 
wanted to ask how else Our World in Data's work is used in the world, and 
what ways your resources have been used that have surprised you. 

Hannah Ritchie: Yeah, we always find surprising examples of how people are using our 
work. And I think that's the beauty of making everything open access, so 
we're very vocal about the fact that all of our stuff's open access. It's free to 
use. Really, anyone can take our stuff and use it for anything. It's useful, 
and we always get really surprising results. 

Hannah Ritchie: But there's, I guess, two avenues by which we're used. Either people will 
come to Our World in Data directly, and read our stuff and engage with our 
stuff. And then there's the secondary pathway where we're quoted either in 
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the media or in books, for example, Steven Pinker's "Enlightenment Now," 
or the Roslings' "Factfulness." 

Hannah Ritchie: So yeah, we're used across many different areas. We're often quoted in 
media. We're always looking to try and, I guess, have as much media 
influence as possible, largely because media in general is not great at 
getting across the empirical, big picture stuff. It very much focuses on 
single events, which are often really and usually always really negative 
events. And they kind of miss the whole background of what's going on 
elsewhere. 

Hannah Ritchie: We're always looking for that. And then in terms of policy makers, we're 
always engaging and talking and trying to collaborate with, for example, 
the UN and OECD and lots of the international development programs. and 
research, we'll use a lot. And the really surprising one is teaching. 

Hannah Ritchie: We knew that a lot of... from feedback, a lot of lectures at university were 
using our work in their lectures. But it wasn't until we tried to do a survey 
of how people use our work in teaching that we saw that even teachers 
down to the primary school level were using our work, which is crazy. 
You've got seven and eight-year-olds using our stuff, which I guess gives us 
a lot of optimism for a more educated next generation. 

Hannah Ritchie: And then there's- 

Alex Trembath: Yeah, I see... Sorry, go ahead. 

Hannah Ritchie: No, I was gonna say, and then there's really random ones. We just 
sometimes get really lovely emails that people are using our work in ways 
we just never considered. So for example, recently we've had quite a few 
emails from psychologists who sit with their clients and look for Our 
World in Data, primarily because a lot of their clients struggle with anxiety, 
for example. And a lot of this anxiety is related to this perceived state that 
the world is heading for doom, everything's getting worse, this irrational 
risk that tends to build up. And then apparently, if you show them Our 
World in Data charts, it really helps. 

Alex Trembath: That's really cool. One of my favorite stories is, I see your guys' work all the 
time on Twitter. I've read Pinker's book, the Roslings' book. It's very much 
in my world. One time I was visiting my brother who teaches high school, 
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and I was just sitting in on one of his classes. And one of your charts 
popped up on the screen, and I just smiled at that. 

Hannah Ritchie: Amazing. 

Alex Trembath: I'm curious, what are some issues that you would like to cover, that we 
haven't been able to cover yet? And then, more than that, are there issues 
that matter in the world that are hard for Our World in Data to take on, 
whether because of a lack of availability of data or some other reason? 

Hannah Ritchie: There's always topics at Our World in Data that we want to cover and we 
will cover, but Our World in Data's always a work in progress. We're a very 
small team, so we're always adding stuff. But I think the big one for me 
where I see major data gaps, and it's actually really difficult to build a clear 
story of what's going on, is biodiversity. And I'm trying to work on it at the 
moment, but it's very difficult, mainly because the data's just not there. 

Hannah Ritchie: I think from the environment space, biodiversity doesn't get the amount of 
attention that I think it deserves, and that's largely for two reasons. The 
first one is major data issues. And then the second one, I think biodiversity 
in general is just hard for people to really relate to human wellbeing. So the 
climate change story is hard enough. You have this long-term problem 
where it's not immediately obvious how the impact will affect me now, 
therefore it's relatively easy for people to ignore and push back. 

Hannah Ritchie: But I think tangentially, people understand how climate change could 
affect humans, if not now, but in the future. I think for biodiversity, that 
link is just not there. And therefore, it just falls off the radar. But telling a 
long-term story on biodiversity is just really hard. And it's not hard to 
understand why that's the case. The majority of species, we know little, if 
anything, about trying to map population sizes, distribution, and trying to 
get that picture over time is just an incredibly hard task. 

Hannah Ritchie: So that's my major challenge at the moment, is to try and somehow tell the 
story of what's going on in the biodiversity space. 

Alex Trembath: You mentioned your team. I'm wondering, where does somebody who 
works at Our World in Data come from? Maybe you could start with 
yourself. How did you find this organization that you've been able to make 
this incredible contribution to? What does it take to work at Our World in 
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Data, and what does it take to view the world the way you guys do, and to 
present that in a compelling, effective way? 

Hannah Ritchie: Well, I definitely didn't have the skills or the perspective needed to work at 
Our World in Data until a couple of years ago. So my background is very 
much in the environmental science space. I don't remember any time in 
my life growing up where environmental issues were not at the forefront 
of my mind. It was not really big in the media. So that really became my 
passion and obsession. 

Hannah Ritchie: I went down the very conventional environmental science university 
route. I studied environmental geoscience at university, and then carbon 
management. Which in many ways, my degree programs were really great 
and set me up for an understanding in that area, but what they completely 
lacked was any sort of human dimension, or what was going on in terms of 
human progress. The narrative was very much just, "Humans are wrecking 
the planet." It was very negative in that way. 

Hannah Ritchie: And I just never came across a source that pointed out to me how things in 
terms of human progress and wellbeing were changing. So i just, at that 
time, automatically extrapolated my understanding of environmental 
change, which was nearly all negative, into the human space. At the time, I 
totally believed that poverty was at its all-time high, that more people than 
ever were dying from natural disasters, child mortality was at its highest, 
hunger was at its highest. 

Hannah Ritchie: I mean, the classic Gapminder's ignorance test, those really basic questions, 
I would have done absolutely terrible, because I just didn't have that 
understanding. And my perception on these issues I built around what I 
read in the news. So it's funny to look back on, because at the time I 
thought I was really clued up. I was really educated on what was going on 
in the world, because I was really focused on making sure I always kept up 
to date with the news and what was going on. 

Hannah Ritchie: But actually, all I got from that was natural disasters were happening a lot, 
there were terrorist attacks, and therefore the world is a really terrible 
place. And then, actually, it wasn't until I came across Hans Rosling's work 
for the first time that my perspective on the world just completely changed 
and I realized that there was just this major blind spot in my 
understanding of the world. 
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Hannah Ritchie: And then since then, it's really been my challenge to somehow combine 

these two worlds of environmental change and how to somehow find a 
compatibility with human progress. And my idols in this area were always 
David MacKay from the environmental space and energy space. And he 
does very high-level, very, very high-level thinking on systems and that 
zooming out perspective. 

Hannah Ritchie: And then Hans Rosling on the social and human progress side, which he 
very much does the same. I always wanted to somehow bring these two 
together. And then Our World in Data, I discovered Max, the founder of Our 
World in Data. And I knew that this was exactly what I wanted to do, so I 
casually dropped him an email. I'd finished my PhD well ahead of schedule, 
and had a lot of free time on my hands. So I dropped him an email and 
said, "Look, I love Our World in Data, but your sections on environment and 
food and energy have some major gaps. Can I fill them?" 

Hannah Ritchie: And for some strange reason, he said yes. So that's how I got into Our World 
in Data. But the skillset to do this stuff is quite unique. And it is 
challenging. You need to bridge that gap between being rigorous in data 
analysis and being able to zoom out and look at the large perspective, 
especially within academia. Within academia, we tend to fixate on really 
specific, niche projects and topics a lot. You really need to shift out of that 
perspective and step back. 

Hannah Ritchie: And then somehow translating that data analysis and the story that 
emerges, and frame it within a narrative that makes sense to people, are 
really the core skills. And we spend a lot of time trying to refine that, 
because it doesn't always come naturally. 

Alex Trembath: Our World in Data does focus a lot on stories of progress in the world and 
setting problems in the right context. I usually end these conversations by 
asking our guests for an example of progress or hope they see in the world. 
I wanna flip that for you, since you focus so much on these big picture 
stories of human progress over the decades and centuries and ask you: in 
your perspective on the world, what are the stories of loss or failure that 
you see that humanity really needs to get a grip on? 

Hannah Ritchie: As you say, at Our World in Data, we have loads of examples of where we've 
made substantial progress. In terms of loss and failure, I think... We always 
laugh that I really get the short straw on the team because I cover the 
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environmental issues. And those are nearly always the ones that are 
heading in the wrong direction. So I could give countless examples of the 
kind of environmental issues that we're heading in the wrong direction 
on. But I'm sure the people listening are well aware that we're not meeting 
our climate targets, etc. 

Hannah Ritchie: I probably would take this opportunity to actually say that I think people 
often make the mistake, and people most interpret our work in this way a 
lot, is to think of progress and loss or failure as mutually exclusive. I think 
it's absolutely the case that you can have both at the same time, that you 
can see significant progress but still almost classify it as a failure, relative 
to what is possible. 

Hannah Ritchie: I think people look at Our World in Data and see that we present trends 
which are often short of significant progress. And I think they somehow 
extrapolate that and interpret that as us saying, "Hey, look how much 
progress we've made. The world's amazing," which is absolutely not the 
case. These freaky statements that underpin the motivation for our work, 
which is that the world is much better. The world is still awful, and the 
world can be much better. 

Hannah Ritchie: The largest motivation for our work is that the world is still a really awful 
place. Six million children die every year, most from preventable causes. 
10% of people live in extreme poverty. 800 million don't get enough food to 
eat. These facts are all heartbreaking, and it's just a totally unacceptable 
state of the world. That in no way means that we haven't made progress; 
we've made amazing progress in all of these areas. 

Hannah Ritchie: But in terms of the place that we could be in, or what is possible, the place 
that's possible to reach, those aspects are still a failure. So I think it's very 
easy to have both of those at the same time. And actually, I think although 
we acknowledge that the world is an awful place, unless you see the 
progress that's come before it, you're almost stuck in this place where it's 
hard to grasp or conceptualize how we could then move past that. 

Hannah Ritchie: I think, actually, not seeing these two ideas as mutually exclusive is really, 
really important. 

Alex Trembath: I think that's a really interesting and important note to end on. So, Hannah 
Ritchie, thanks for joining us. 
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Hannah Ritchie: Thank you very much. This has been fun. 

Alex Trembath: Thanks for tuning into Breakthrough Dialogues. If you like our show, tell 
your friends, rate us on iTunes, and subscribe on whatever platform you 
get your podcasts. I want to again thank my guest Hannah and our 
producers, Alyssa Codamon and Tali Perelman. Catch you next time. 

 


