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An Urgent Problem

Climatologists describe climate change
 as the biggest challenge humans have ever faced, and warn that we must respond immediately to the threat if we are to avert its worst consequences.  Effective communication is necessary to generate such a response, but there are many obstacles to effective communication on the issue.  These obstacles can and must be successfully addressed if communicators are to educate and engage the public in the policy solutions and the personal behavior changes that will help to avert the threat.  


The Intergovernmental Panel of Climate Change (IPCC)
 warns that without dramatic reductions in our carbon emissions, human civilization faces a future of greatly increased flooding, droughts, crop failures, extreme weather events, mass extinctions, and the displacement of millions of people.  Climate change is inevitable – and indeed is already occurring – but the worst effects can still be mitigated with appropriate public policies and widespread adoption of personal and commercial actions that reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  


Informing the public about the urgency of the issue, and educating them about the policy options and personal and commercial means for responding is a challenging task for communicators given the following barriers:

· Public understanding of the causes and consequences of climate change is low, as is awareness of the methods that can mitigate its effects;

· Action has been hampered by political partisanship and industry disinformation campaigns;

· Principles of fairness in news coverage have given a far greater voice to the handful of skeptics than is merited by either their numbers or their evidence; and publication of their views has fostered a widespread perception in the public of scientific controversy, where none actually exists; 

· The issue remains a low policy priority for most Americans, and is likely to remain so until the perception of controversy is overcome and people clearly understand both the dangers we face and the actions we must take to avert the dangers.


Global bodies, most prominently the IPCC, are calling for immediate and dramatic cuts in carbon emissions, but as of June, 2008, the US Congress has failed to pass a climate change bill, which President Bush said he would have vetoed if it had passed. Momentum appears to be building for federal climate legislation, but many political commentators feel that, unless the public demands it, it will take several additional years for legislation to pass.


Public recognition of the danger is growing.  In the summer of 2007, almost two-thirds of American adults agreed that immediate action is required if life on earth is to continue without major disruptions.  Most believe that climate change is already occurring, and 40 percent believe it will pose a serious threat to them – even while they believe climate scientists are still divided.  Most also express confidence that we can successfully meet the challenge climate change poses.  Many Americans, however, don’t yet have confidence in their convictions (e.g., they “agree” but don’t yet “strongly agree” with the beliefs noted above).  Many (about one third) are still unsure what to believe, and some remain doubtful regarding the reality of climate change, its human sources, or the need for change.


In this article, we review the ways that climate change has been covered in the US media, focusing on the factors that have slowed progress toward solutions.  We then turn to specifics of communicating climate change, detailing what needs to be taught and how.

Media Coverage of Climate Change


On a sweltering June day in 1988, NASA scientist James Hansen told a Senate committee that the greenhouse effect was changing the climate, and that droughts and heat waves would increase, thereby drawing the public’s attention to the issue for the first time.  As he and other scientists began sounding the alarm, journalists were faced with reporting on a new and extremely complex scientific issue of great public significance, but that required significant expertise.  Studies have shown that these reporters lacked understanding of the basic science underlying climate change. To compensate, they relied on “balanced” reporting styles, seeking out opposing voices on the issue, and in the early 1990s they turned increasingly to politicians and interest groups, rather than scientists for information.  Unable to assess for themselves the validity of the claims of climatologists, they relied on the principles of fairness, providing the public with both sides of the issue, and leaving the public to decide for itself whether the claims of danger were valid or not.  


Balanced reporting is a time-honored approach to news coverage, and it adds conflict and drama to news stories.  But in this context it has created a false impression of controversy in the public mind.  The opposing voices the media turned to were a small number of skeptical scientists, most of whom were funded by the coal and oil industries.  These skeptics operate largely on the margins of the science community, promoting their views in the media but not in the peer-reviewed scientific literature.  They’ve been repeatedly shown to exaggerate and misrepresent research, but lay audiences are unlikely to detect their distortions.  


Federal policy makers have used these few dissenting voices to keep public discussion and legislative action focused on the preliminary step of determining whether climate change exists, thereby inhibiting public policy discussion from moving forward to the question of how the US should respond.  “Balanced” reporting has thus pitted a handful of skeptics against the thousands of scientists who support the consensus view, giving a miniscule minority a strong media presence.  In addition, there’s well-documented evidence of the Bush administration suppressing scientific information, weakening reports on the dangers, and exaggerating the level of uncertainty in the science.  


Partisanship was minimal when climate change first appeared in the news, but grew during the late 1990s, when the Kyoto Protocol
 was being debated.  Because the public has difficulty assessing the scientific evidence directly, most people rely on their own trusted sources of information to assess the validity of the danger. When conservative voices – who are trusted by conservative audiences -- began arguing against the dangers of climate change, Republicans began to become polarized from Democrats on the issue.


Further, presentation of the skeptics’ views in news coverage has fostered the misimpression among Americans of scientific controversy over the reality of climate change and its causes, thereby stalling support for mitigation policies and the passage of federal legislation. Communications from scientists and the public’s lack of understanding of scientific methods may have also contributed to this public perception of scientific controversy and doubt.  Scientists’ strong tendency – based on their training – is to emphasize the limits and uncertainties in their research, and the public infers from their statements that scientists are divided and unsure.  Indeed, in recent polls more Americans are certain that climate change is occurring than are certain that scientists agree on its reality and causes.  Many people feel that so long as the scientists are unsure of the danger, legislation or personal action is premature.  Creating change – in public policy and in personal and commercial practices – is difficult while maintaining the status quo is relatively easier.  So long as the perception of controversy exists, inertia is likely to impede change.


The evidence presented by the IPCC clearly refutes any assertion of controversy and uncertainty, as does a review of the nearly one thousand articles published in refereed scientific journals between 1993 and 2003 on climate change:  Not one of those articles disagrees with the consensus opinion that climate change is being caused by human activities.  Further, a study comparing the magnitude of the projected effects of climate change, and the use of language such as “catastrophic,” “urgent,” “worse than previously thought” and “irreversible” to describe those effects, finds that the projected impacts justify the strong terminology and are not “alarmist,” as the skeptics would have it.


Though news coverage has created a partisan divide, there are signs that the divide is weakening:  The presidential candidates of both parties in 2008 favor legislation to combat climate change, the skeptics are now receiving less media attention, and increasing numbers of conservative politicians and Evangelical Christians have spoken publicly in favor of aggressive action.  The circumstances are ripe for communication that moves beyond the question of whether climate change has human causes and advances us toward an informed discussion of the solutions.

The Challenges Facing Climate Change Communications


Given the current issue environment, communicators can ask themselves, what, specifically, do we need to tell the public?  Scientific literacy in general is low in the US, and for this particular issue, the public is confused on several dimensions, most notably the difference between destruction of the ozone layer and climate change.  While most all Americans are aware of climate change, for many this means simply that they have heard of the issue, but do not understand either the causes or the consequences, both of which have important implications, as discussed below. 


Before considering what needs to be communicated, it’s essential to recall that people have their own reasons for using any informational content.  To successfully convey information to audiences, one must understand their motivations and satisfy their perceived information needs, while still supplying them with valid information that is germane to helping them make good decisions.  Audience motivations differ from the motivations of communicators:  People typically acquire scientific information for its social uses in conversation, to satisfy social norms that people should be informed on public issues, or because the information is personally useful for some reason.  Because climate change involves particularly complex information, the “entry costs” are very high, i.e., it requires a lot of effort to become expert on the issue, and this inhibits people from actively seeking and carefully attending to information on the topic.  


While communicators may be inclined to teach the underlying science of climate change, inform the public on the policy options, and encourage intelligent, informed discussion and debate, it’s important to remember that these goals are not necessarily foremost in the minds of audience members.  Nor is persuasion – changing people’s minds about the issue -- a very likely outcome.  

What the media can do quite effectively is to communicate the significance of an issue:  When a topic receives a great deal of coverage, audience members infer that it is important.  And audiences are particularly likely to assess the significance of climate change by the amount of coverage it receives for a number of reasons:

· It involves complex science, of which the average individual has little understanding;

· It has long-term and gradual effects, which cannot be easily observed by any single individual;

· Its effects are global in scale, and therefore distant from most Americans;

· It cannot be easily connected to any single dramatic event, such as Hurricane Katrina.  We can legitimately say that climate change increases the frequency of events such as Katrina, but not that it caused any particular event.

Unfortunately, the same characteristics that make the media more powerful in communicating the importance of climate change to the public simultaneously make it less likely that the mass media will cover the issue on a steady, continuing basis:  News media tend to focus on dramatic, discrete, and local events.  Dramatic or unusual weather triggers coverage, as do political events relating to the issue, but slow cumulative changes in temperature and rainfall do not make for exciting reading and hence receive little attention.  Thus, while the issue is not one that the media are naturally inclined to promote, people are unlikely to recognize its importance unless they do. 
Communicating the Causes of Climate Change

If people don’t understand the causes of climate change, they will have difficulty assessing proposed options to mitigate its impact.  Moreover, studies have shown that when people have a clear understanding of the causes, they express stronger intentions to take appropriate action.  Hence, an informed public requires some understanding of the greenhouse effect and the role of greenhouse gas emissions in creating it.

 
Unfortunately, the greenhouse effect competes in the public mind with ozone depletion:  Many Americans believe that climate change is occurring because the hole in the ozone is letting in too much heat, thereby conflating climate change, a more recently publicized environmental issue, with the ozone hole, which has been recognized and publicized for a longer time.  Given their confusion about the cause, many Americans incorrectly believe that eliminating the use of aerosol spray cans will reduce climate change.  The use of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) in aerosols has long been banned because they contributed to creating the ozone hole, and eliminating aerosols has no impact on climate change.  


Conveying a useful model of climate change thus remains a major challenge, made more difficult by the low scientific literacy of Americans.  Approximately two-thirds of the public is not scientifically literate, and three-quarters are unable to read and understand news with basic science constructs, like DNA, molecules or radiation.   Given these limitations, communicators have been seeking a “first-rung theory” or “bridging metaphor” – a clear, simple, and concrete image that would convey to the public the greenhouse effect and its impacts.  Another contrast here with ozone depletion is useful:


The hole in the ozone layer received much less media coverage than climate change has received, but the public was more aware of the issue.  Potent bridging metaphors existed for ozone depletion that helped the audience grasp it immediately:  Star Wars, the Strategic Defense Initiative, videogames, and children’s television all depicted external threats that were held at bay by shields that had to be maintained.  Even more broadly, the metaphor of “a hole in the ceiling” was widely used and is easily grasped by anyone.


Climate change, by contrast, has no clear metaphor that enables the audience to easily and immediately grasp the threat.  “Climate change” is innocuous, and given the widespread confusion of climate with weather, it may be interpreted as nothing more dangerous than the changing of the seasons.  “Global warming” and “greenhouses” both have positive connotations, as does the depiction of global warming as a blanket around the earth.  Increasingly common pictures depicting the globe in flames do not convey anything about the causes of the change, nor the solutions, and are frightening – a questionable combination as will be discussed below.  Communicators need to intensify the search for a metaphor that is easily understood; connotes both the causes and potential consequences of climate change; implies what type of response is needed; and reassures people that responses will be efficacious.  This sounds like an extremely tall order, but consideration of the “hole in the ceiling” metaphor for ozone depletion reveals that it does, in fact, entail all of this.  

Communicating the Consequences of Climate Change:  Talking about the Risk


Many Americans are still unaware of the dangerous consequences of climate change, and view the prospect of warmer winters, longer summers, and longer growing seasons as positive.  And many of those who are aware of the dangers view these consequences as occurring in the distant future to people in distant lands.  As a result, climate change is not viewed by the majority of Americans as a high policy priority – as compared to, say, the economy, the war in Iraq, education, or health. This is true of both Republicans and Democrats.  Those who do recognize the dangers, however, have greater willingness to make personal changes and support aggressive policy actions.  Studies show that people who recognize climate change as a serious national problem tend to hold five beliefs:

· Climate change is real;

· I am certain that it is real (as opposed to thinking it’s probably real);

· It will be bad for people;

· Humans are causing it;

· Humans can solve the problem.


While the majority of Americans now agree that the climate change is real and that humans have caused it, there is relatively less understanding that the consequences may be very bad for people and that we have the capacity to mitigate these consequences.


A temptation for communicators, then, is to attempt to frighten people into an awareness of the graveness of the situation with warnings of impending doom.  There’s an intuitive appeal to using fear-inspiring messages to motivate action, and a large body of experimental research demonstrates the efficacy of fear in motivating a broad range of self-protective actions. 
Numerous authors warn against the use of fear with climate change, however, because it may lead people into denial, in which they reject, distort or avoid the messages.  Or, fear may leave people with feelings of hopelessness and despair:  Why bother conserving energy if we’re all going to die anyway?  Communicators may justly ask, should I use frightening content, and if so, how should I use it to avoid having my message backfire?  



The answer to this question lies in the central importance of providing people with hope and useful options for addressing the threat:  Any message that warns of the dangers of climate change should also clearly provide solutions – solutions that are both effective, as well as possible for the audience member to perform or support.  Fear alone may backfire, but fear with accompanying solutions can foster hope and resolve in the audience.  

Values and Framing in Climate Change Communication

In light of the urgency of their message, communicators can easily forget that the most prevalent effect of media use is reinforcement of prior beliefs – not persuasion and behavior change.  People selectively use media content consistent with their existing values and beliefs, and these beliefs are then strengthened by the content.  Selective exposure and reinforcement effects are especially likely with climate change communication, given the partisanship of the issue.   
Studies have shown that Democrats have strong egalitarian values, which lead them to take environmental threats seriously because these threats harm other people and species, denying them access to a livable environment.  Republicans, in contrast, have strong hierarchical and individualistic values, which incline them to favor traditional values and practices, and to oppose governmental limitations on individual freedoms.  Environmental regulations, therefore, are seen as the greater threat by Republicans, while environmental damage is seen as the greater threat by Democrats.  


When messages are framed to be consistent with the audience members’ values, individuals are more likely to attend and be influenced by the content.  Because conservatives are less likely to respond to the high risk messages discussed above, some communicators are attempting to influence them with messages that appeal to their values – emphasizing the business and economic opportunities of green technologies, the national security advantages of energy independence, and our responsibility for sound stewardship and protecting our children’s future.  These examples of framing the climate change message according to the audience’s values do not need to abandon the message that climate change is a serious problem, but simply pair it with other perspectives on the issue, as an opportunity and a responsibility.

The Special Challenge of Communicating about Personal Behavior Change

Little research to date has measured the extent to which people are changing their behavior in ways that help to mitigate climate change.  People do report to pollsters that they are changing their behaviors, but many confess to confusion over the types of change needed.  The multitude of new “how-to” books, newsletters, blogs, and public service announcements sometimes contradict each other with advice on what to change, and advertisers hoping to benefit from the growing green consumer market further confuse the message. Federal standards for labeling products, such as the Energy Star program, would help consumers sort through the conflicting claims. 
Moreover, many of the most important behaviors – transportation, diet, home energy use, and product consumption (i.e., over consumption) – are highly entrenched, and difficult to change.  As Americans become more informed on the causes and consequences of climate change, they are likely to become more motivated to change their personal behaviors, but even the best communication can only go so far in helping people change deeply entrenched behaviors.  Many people will require superior options to those that are currently available to them (e.g., an ultra fuel-efficient vehicle large enough to carry all members of their family) before they are able to effect significant changes in their lifestyle.

Concluding Thoughts

To effectively inform the public about climate change, communicators must continue to reinforce and clarify seriousness, and provide people with hope and acceptable options for solving the problem.  Bringing the human consequences of climate change to life with vivid, concrete examples and anecdotes that are consistent with the best available scientific evidence is likely to increase audience receptivity to personal, commercial and public policy responses to address the problem.  


The public is confronted with many messages on myriad topics on a daily basis, most of which receive only superficial attention and are immediately forgotten.  To combat this tendency, communication about climate change should present clear messages, consistently, over a long period of time.  Some teachers say “repetition is the mother of all skills;” it is certainly an important part of the formula for effective public communication.


Given the strong partisanship and complexity of the information, choosing information sources wisely is also an extremely important element of effective communication on this issue.  Any given source can be a two-edged sword, however:  prominent Democratic voices, such as Al Gore, may alienate as many Republicans as they persuade Democrats.  Messages such as the “We Can Solve It” campaign’s pairing in a single public service announcement of prominent liberals and conservatives (e.g., Nancy Pelosi and Newt Gingrich) – both of whom express their commitment to solving climate change while acknowledging that they disagree on almost everything else – are likely to be an effective method of taking advantage of the importance of sources, while simultaneously avoiding their dangers.  


Studies of public health campaigns have long demonstrated that personal behavior changes and significant public policy changes rarely involve a simple one-step process: Change is typically gradual and entails a number of small steps.  As a nation we are addicted to lifestyles that are not sustainable, and while the need for change is urgent, communicators would do well to recognize that people are at many different stages in the change process, some already highly motivated to adopt a green lifestyle, others unconvinced that climate change is occurring or that any type of change is needed.  Given this wide distribution of beliefs and practices, communicators should begin to segment the American audience, identifying groups with common beliefs and actions, and targeting messages appropriate for the different groups.  Studies show that messages that increase people’s perceptions of their risk are the place to start with groups that do not yet recognize the problem.  For those who already recognize the risk, however, messages explaining what to change and how to do it, and messages that support the individual’s belief that these changes will effectively avert the worst consequences of climate change, will be more effective.  

####

� Climate change is synonymous with global warming.  We follow preferred usage in this article, and use the term climate change because “global warming” connotes only an increase in temperatures – only one of the many changes our planet is undergoing.


� The IPCC is an international body of scientists convened in 1988 by the United Nations and the World Meteorological Organization.  Its mission is to review the relevant literature on climate change and publish reports on the dangers of climate change.  The IPCC was the recipient of the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize, together with former US vice-president, Al Gore, and its reports are widely regarded as the authoritative source on climate change risk.  





� The Kyoto Protocol is an agreement adopted in 1997 and ratified by 182 nations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  The US has not ratified the agreement.





