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The Challenge of Climate Change 
Communication 

• Why in the face of scientific evidence do some people 
continue to deny its existence and refute policy action?  
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• Characteristics of the 

• Audience 

• Message 

• Source 

• Channel 

• Social, cultural, economic, and political context 

• Nature of the risk… 

 
…influence responses to climate change communication.  

 

 

 

Or, To Summarize… 
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Highlights of Today’s Talk 

• Overview of U.S. public opinion 

• Most Americans agree that climate change is occurring; 
however, a “divide” exists. 

• Some reasons for the ”divide” 

• Individual factors, e.g., motivated reasoning, selective exposure 

• Social factors, e.g., media 

• Path forward 

• Reframing the issue? 
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First, the Data… 
U.S. Public Opinion 
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http://www.gallup.com/poll/167960/americans-likely-say-global-
warming-exaggerated.aspx?version=print 
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…And Now the Divide 
U.S. Public Opinion by  

Political Party and Ideology 
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What Contributes to the Divide?  
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Individual Factors 



“Motivated  
Reasoning” 

• People interpret and process incoming information 
in a way that reinforces their predispositions (Kunda, 
1990; Taber & Lodge, 2006).  

• For climate change information, political ideology is 
an important motivator (Hart & Nisbet, 2012; Lu & 
Schuldt, 2016; Wiest, Raymond, & Clawson, 2015).  
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Why does motivated reasoning 
happen?  

• Basic human survival skill: 

• “we push threatening information away; we pull friendly information close” 
http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2011/03/denial-science-chris-mooney  

• Confirmation and disconfirmation biases: 

• We give greater weight to information that confirms our beliefs and extend 
more energy to refute information that disagrees with our beliefs. 

• Deep seated or moral values: 

• Our core beliefs about the way society should be ordered 
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Why Does It Matter? 

• Understanding how people respond to climate change 
communication may help communicators predict their 
concern and better frame their messages. 
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Path Forward 
Reframing the Issue 
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Schuldt, J. P., Konrath, S. H., & Schwarz, N. (2011). “Global warming” or 

“climate change”? Whether the planet is warming depends on question 
wording. Public Opinion Quarterly 
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Schuldt, J. P., Konrath, S. H., & Schwarz, N. (2011). “Global warming” or 

“climate change”? Whether the planet is warming depends on question 
wording. Public Opinion Quarterly  
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Schuldt, J. P., Konrath, S. H., & Schwarz, N. (2011). “Global warming” or 

“climate change”? Whether the planet is warming depends on question 
wording. Public Opinion Quarterly  
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Public Health 
Frame 
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What should messages include?  

• What actions can people take to reduce or control their 
exposure to a risk 

• Promote sense of agency or efficacy 

• Reduce sense of futility 

• Promote positive outcomes  
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Audience Interest – Don’t take it 
for granted 

• Not everyone will pay attention. 

• People are more likely to listen and seek information when 
they… 

• Recognize that there is a problem 

• Feel some connection to the problem 

• Believe they can do something to solve the problem 

• Believe that people important to them would want them to know 
about the risk issue 
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What about have unintended 
effects? 



Perceptions of Lyme Disease Risk Relative to 

Prevalence of Risk: Expected Effects 
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Transforming Communication 



Effects of Messages Aiming to Increase Risk 

Perception: Decreased Risk Perceptions 
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Transforming Communication 



Key Takeaways 

• Most Americans agree that climate change is occurring… 

• …but individual, social, and institutional/cultural factors might lead 
them to disavow it. 

• Communication efforts can consider ways to frame 
information to connect to core values 

• Efficacy information is important  

• Avoid unintended consequences by pre-testing messages 
with target audiences whenever possible 
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Thank You! 
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Extra Slides 
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What Contributes to the Divide?  
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Sources of Information 
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What Contributes to the Divide?  
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Media Coverage 



http://www.gallup.com/poll/167960/americans-likely-say-global-
warming-exaggerated.aspx?version=print 
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http://www.gallup.com/poll/167960/americans-likely-say-global-
warming-exaggerated.aspx?version=print 
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