Communicating Global Climate Change: A General Understanding

Suanne S. Moser and Lisa Dilling

Unit 1: Introduction

1. Overview/Goal 

The structure of the presentation will be that in the form of both presentation and class discussion.

The goal of this unit shall be to illustrate to the students why communicating global climate change is difficult.

2. Competencies

Students will understand the basic vocabulary associated with communicating climate change:

Greenhouse effect – the process in which the emission of infrared radiation by the atmosphere warms a planet's surface.
Global Warming- the increase in the average temperature of the Earth's near-surface air and oceans in recent decades and its projected continuation.
Weather - the set of all extant phenomena in a given atmosphere at a given time.
Climate- the average and variations of weather in a region over long periods of time
Climate Change – the variation in the Earth's global climate or in regional climates over time.

Mental Model - an explanation in someone's thought process for how something works in the real world (Wikipedia, 2008)
Students will understand reasons for the non-urgent mindset of most of the US population towards global warming.

3. Pre-activity discussion

Have the students each student write down 10 activities that they like to do in 5 minutes. Then, have the students watch “An Inconvenient Truth”. After the film, write a list on overhead/blackboard of these different activities that they wrote before the movie. After this step, ask “After seeing An Inconvenient Truth, how might these activities change in the future?” 

This activity is performed for the students to understand that Global Warming is definitely possible. If it is, then we need to not only write 

4. Learning Activity

(Slide 7): June 23, 1988 - James E. Hansen states to the senate "The greenhouse effect has been detected and it is changing our climate now... with 99 % confidence level." Suddenly a media frenzy occurred and the greenhouse effect and Hansen were world news.

Suddenly everyone was trying to do something about cleaning things up. Wasn't because of global warning. It was because there was a clear and open effort to do things based on merely what a scientist had said. Around 1992, Congress ratified a UN plan to clean up the Earth - and many developing and developed countries followed suit.

In June 2005 Hansen went back to the Senate and let them know that the countries had done some good and that the scientific world sent its thanks for the efforts of the world.

(Slide 8): What does the consensus of the group think? Was the previous slide true or false?

The previous slide was fiction.

(Slide 9): Questions to discuss separately or at the same time.

· Might have been fiction, but some things have changed since 1988. How?

· Do kids from that time or even more recently realize how things have changed over their lifetime?

Examples of changes since 1988 regarding changes in the US towards climate change:

· Reduce, Reuse, Recycle

· Earth Day is recognized on an annually basis

· There are lanes in cities in where carpooling can be beneficial on getting to work on time.

These activities used to be discussed all the time but one doesn’t hear about them much anymore.

Graphics: (Istockphoto, 2008)

(Slide 10): The most major concern with people in general today regarding the environment is actually the fact that they are ignorant of how severe the problem of global warming is. It's not so much the fact that we aren't doing anything - it's just that we need to do more to combat global warming. 

People just don't see that there's a larger problem than what we're trying to deal with. We, as people, need to be able to communicate the problem more and better. In fact, society in the US doesn't see the problem as immediate at all. 

(Slide 11): One thing that we all know is that Ignorance compounds any problem.

If no one is willing to understand the problem, how can it be fixed?

One reason that there is ignorance is that there is a sense of Non-urgency.

Why is this sense of non-urgency prevalent? There are several reasons.

· Lack of immediacy - Pollution gases don't exist as a problem because people can't see them or their not immediately impacted by them.

· Remoteness of the impacts - People generally have the feeling that if the problem does exist, that it is not in their backyard. They only see images of glaciers hundreds or thousands of miles away. They don't relate.

· Time lags - Anything that is done now or later will take a long time to show any improvement in the climate. Solution skepticism - people believe that the solutions that are provided by scientists to the problems are relatively not that big of impact - so why should they do them? This is hampered even more so by ignorance and political gain.

· Imperfect Markets - Assumptions have no place in a supply and demand market - need facts that pollutants affect markets.

· Tragedy of the commons - All countries share the same atmosphere. The different countries need a defined set of rules to play by. Until this happens, they go with their latest rules. 

· Political economy and injustice - Poor countries that might be affected more by the change of climate might want to change right now, but have relatively no say in how things are done in the global political world.

Graphics: http://ignorantprotestant.files.wordpress.com/2006/05/Ignorant.jpg

(Slide 12): Ask Questions as single questions or together.
· Why do you think that climate change is not perceived as immediate?

· Do you agree that the reasons presented for non-urgency are accurate? 

· What others might you add to this list?

After showing the previous reasons for ignorance of the problem, quiz the room to see if there is a representation of people who believe global climate change is and important issue or if there people who believe otherwise. There might be multiple reasons why the group believes there is or is not a major importance to climate change. Seek to find as many opinions in the group as possible to determine the mindset that you are presenting to.

Give them about 5 minutes to think about this. Typically the second question is short. It’s a fairly long list as it is - but still critical to see if there is something new or if their ideas might fit into other categories.

(Slide 13): Communication and media plays a large role in defining climate change. 

Among other problems that communication poses, biases can arise from political gain and the way that media gives information. 

For example, to keep a level playing field on news outlets on TV (CNN, Fox News, MSNBC), people that say there is a threat are compared with those that say there isn't. Even though thousands of scientists might have all the right to say there's threat, it only takes a few people, such as politicians and other supposed experts, to say there isn’t proof to force the population to believing there might or might not be a problem.

It would seem that people would act if they knew who was right!

Of course this doesn’t only happen on TV. People are exposed to this continuous bickering all the time: from newspapers to magazines and other sources of information. It seems that there is so much information for both sides of the problem? Who is right? Are both? This is what typically leads people to not even worry about it until there’s better proof one way or the other.

(Slide 14)


Besides Media and political bias playing a factor on how climate change is communicated, there are several factors that might serve as a problem as well. 

· Cultural barriers play a role in prohibiting communication to the US populations because global warming doesn’t resonate with any cultural icons or values. It’s not the typical discussions of families nor does it appear in any online discussions outside of the experts’ blogs nor does it really appear on TV that much.

· Alarmism/other ineffective ways to create urgency – Since the only way that climate change might appear to be urgent to some is through a disaster or other emergency; alarmism (using scare tactics) in movies and other media sources is used to get the message out. Alarmism is unreliable at best. The truth is that often it leads to several unwanted outcomes including: denial, paralysis, apathy, etc. Other ineffective ways to create urgency involve shaming individuals to change their behavior. Again, this is unreliable. When faced with guilt of behavior, many people will face the source of that guilt with rejection, resentment, and/or annoyance.

 (Slide 15)


Ignorance and communication problems are not the only issues that need to be dealt with in conveying a message of global climate change. There are other barriers as well. These include: cognitive barriers, psychological barriers, peer support barriers, organizational inertia and resource constraints, lack of political will and leadership, and technological barriers.

· Cognitive barriers: A cognitive barrier can be thought of as a barrier that’s in place because people think different. Even if two people see or hear a single message, they can and will think about it and process it differently. Because of this fact and the fact that most education is focused on detail and not the connection between different schools of thought, it is hard for adults who grew up in this mind set to realize that people can and do think differently. Thus when one person is trying to relay a message to another person, it might be perceived as being different than the messenger intended.

· Psychological barriers: Even if two people receive and process the message, they might have different reactions to these messages. Certain strong emotional responses (fear, despair, etc.) can end all further thinking – thus possibly causing the exact opposite effect than was initially desired.

· Lack of peer support: Any action that an individual or organization does that is not done traditionally, habitually, or routinely is a change. Often, for a person or group to change they need someone close to them to do it first. Even if a change agent is credible, if it has a different background than the person or group than that is enough for it to appear that it is not relatable. In which case, the person or group that is yet to change might believe that they’re different enough that the change does not apply to them.

(Slide 16):

· Organizational Inertia and Resource Constraints: Just as individuals and small groups might have problems changing so will organizations. For an organization to change, more than a different mindset and a good leader will be needed. If the change requires funding, more attention, or time, it might be hard to make the switch simply because organizations are typically run by strict budgets and pressure that in the short term might be hard to alter to make the needed change. 

· Lack of political will and leadership: Even though the federal government believes that there is a need to study global warming, there is no urgency in doing so. The reason for this is that national leaders typically answer the calls of cases that can be fixed quicker or are pitched at a higher level. This is by no means the case for global climate change. As with some long term policies before now, it might be the roles of the states to address the need first and allow time for these policies to “trickle up” to the national level. 

· Technological barriers: One way that people can take matters into their own hands and help alter the effects of global climate change is to realize that there are technologies available and in development that can have a significant impact. The barrier as of right now, though, is that these alternatives are either not available to or they’re too expensive for the affected regions. Because of this individuals and organizations might not be able to take action right away.

(Slide 17): Is this a case of where we’re trying to find a short term policy for a long term issue?

There are other questions like this that are brought up time and time again. It never seems like there is an acceptable answer. 

National Debt - Is it solvable? Is there a reason why we need to solve it? Money is debt, after all. 

Separation of Church and State - The Founding Fathers believed it was important to hold these two together. They believed that without principles, this country is doomed. Why separate them now?

The question is - how do we separate the dangers of Global Warming into something that is solved before everyone suffers.

(Slide 18)

Specific actions and consequences may be misremembered or forgotten, however their cumulative legacies leave a general set of beliefs and models of thinking.

· If we hold in our minds a mental model that wrongly captures what causes a problem, then our response to the problem will equally be inappropriate Heartburn, mental model of chest pains, leads some people to take a digestive aid rather than seek timely medical care for heart attacks

· To communicate effectively we must understand what mental models our audience holds

Graphic: http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.physics.umd.edu/perg/papers/redish/jena/jena4.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.physics.umd.edu/perg/papers/redish/jena/jena.html&h=347&w=233&sz=4&hl=en&start=13&um=1&tbnid=CP0deIhVQjXe5M:&tbnh=120&tbnw=81&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dmental%2Bmodel%26svnum%3D10%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DG
(Slide 19)

Discussion Period

Do you feel that mental models could prove to be negative in certain situations?

· Groupthink?

Graphics: 

http://lifeheritage.podomatic.com/2006-04-03T11_05_43-07_00.png

(Slide 20)

Implications: How can weather ‘framing’ inhibit behavioral and policy change?

· Risk communication theories state that it is the interaction of perceived relevant threat and perceived efficacy – that is, the ability to do something about the risk, to take effective action – that precipitates action.

Strategies to improve public understanding of climate change

· We must develop mental models and ways of framing the climate issue that suggest the right cause – which will trigger an affective response
· “greenhouse effect” ( “thickening blanket of carbon dioxide” 
this creates a simple mental model for effectively informing
· Explanatory models
(Slide 21)

Discussion Period

What does the phrase “thickening blanket of carbon dioxide” bring to your mind?

Graphics: http://staffwww.fullcoll.edu/tmorris/an_inconvenient_truth/an_inconvenient_truth.htm

http://www.naturebaby.co.nz/assets/products/bedding/lg_handknitblanket.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.naturebaby.co.nz/organic_baby_products/natural_baby_bedding

What are some other examples that come to mind?

(Slide 22)

Americans realize and understand the high risk involved with global warming,  yet address it with low urgency.

Why is this true?

Graphic:

http://blog.lib.umn.edu/ukura006/architecture/lots%20of%20people-thumb.jpg

(Slide 23)

Graphic: www.istockphoto.com

The United States, with only 5 percent of the world’s population is currently the world’s largest emitter of carbon dioxide, accounting for nearly 25 percent of global emissions.

Does this mean anything to you? Is this a positive or negative?

How could this relate to propaganda?

 (Slide 24)

Graphics: 

http://www.enviroblog.org/bush_propaganda_catapult.jpg

Audio: http://politicalhumor.about.com/library/multimedia/bushism_propaganda.mp3

(Slide 25)

Risk perceptions of global warming

· Americans – concerned about global warming however, feel they are not concerned locally

· 68% felt people all over the world were impacted vs. 13% felt local people were impacted

· Unless Americans feel personally at risk – no changes will come about

Graphics:

http://www.victoriadaysofpeace.ca/images/small_deconstructing_empire.gif

(Slide 26)

Affective images of global warming

Table on page 49

· Melting Ice 

· Heat, Nature

· Ozone

· Alarmists

· Floods

· Climate Change

· Naysayers

Graphics:

http://keetsa.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2007/09/global-warming.jpg
5. Assignment Specifications

In 2 pages (double space), discuss why you believe that it’s important that we as a civilized nation need to be responsible for how we treat our home, the Earth. Be sure to include how it might pertain to your career and what problems might arise when trying to deal with it in your career sector. Be sure to use 3 to 5 sources.

For example, if nothing is done the oceans might rise several feet. If this is the case, then many places near the ocean will be flooded. As a construction worker, it might impact you for the better by giving more jobs to build sealine levies and or improving technology that’s already there. For the worse, you might need to buy new vehicles or use other processes that don’t destroy the Earth as much as ones already in progress (i.e. buy large barges that carry construction equipment in areas of flooding to build the new levies).

6. Post activity discussion (review)

Q: TV, Newspapers, and Magazines are part of what?

A: Media

Q: What risks are proposed when people hold incorrect mental models?

A: groupthink, shared ignorance, negative consequences, etc.

Q: What were some specific affective images of global warming?

A:  melting ice, heat, nature, ozone, alarmists, floods, climate change, naysayers, etc.

7. Assessment (Quiz)

Answer Key:

1. Lack of immediacy, Remoteness of the impacts, Time lags, Imperfect Markets, and Political economy and injustice

2. TV, Newspapers, Radio

3. A simple example is the mental model of a wild animal as dangerous: upon encountering a raccoon or a snake, one who holds this model will likely retreat from the animal as if by reflex. Retreat is the result of the application of the mental model, and would probably not be the immediate reaction of one whose mental model of wild animals was formed solely from experience with similar stuffed toy animals, or who had not yet formed any mental models about wild raccoons or snakes.
4.  Melting ice in the Arctic; warmer temperatures; impacts on non-human nature; and polar ozone holes, etc.

Quiz 1
Communicating Global Climate Change

1/23/2008

1.  What are three of the five reasons that non-urgency is prevalent?

2. What are some examples of media?

3. Write down a sample mental model.
4. Describe global warming utilizing affective imagery techniques.
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