Climate Change Extension: Presenting the Science is Necessary but Insufficient
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A substantial fraction of the US population is dismissive or doubtful about the scientific consensus on climate change, frustrating efforts to promote meaningful discussion on adaptation and mitigation.  Initial Extension efforts on climate change at the University of Kentucky, College of Agriculture, were based on an information-deficit model, which assumes that audiences fail to accept climate change because they don’t understand the science.  However, literature from the social sciences, including cultural-cognition and system-justification theories, indicates that the topic is imbued with cultural meaning, such that sound scientific information may be unpersuasive.  Our more recent communication efforts emphasize: (1) less reliance on geophysical data; (2) positive messages as frequently as possible (such as, for farming audiences, affirmation that agricultural intensification has led to a greatly reduced carbon footprint per unit of agricultural production); and, (3) messages that speak to core identities of rural Kentuckians.  The latter include examples of corporate and military recognition of the importance of climate change, as well as publicly recognizing that our love of family and our descendents (our “family values”) provide the impetus for our educational efforts.  While we recognize that our current efforts will not quickly result in attitudinal or behavioral changes, our approach is designed to build awareness of climate change as a legitimate topic of discussion across a wide range of Kentucky citizens.  Our working assumption is that promoting discussion on this highly divisive topic requires sensitivity to, and respect for, the diversity of worldviews present in Kentucky citizens.  This educational program is a “work in progress”, and will continue to evolve with continued experience and awareness of the findings of the social sciences. 



Premises
· Geophysical data speak volumes to natural scientists but have very little meaning for most non-scientists, especially given the prevalence of public uncertainty and even denialism.
· The science of climate change is seen through the lens of personal worldview.
· Public education on climate change must speak to core values of very diverse audiences with different worldviews.  
· Promoting discussion on this highly divisive topic requires sensitivity to, and respect for, diverse worldviews.  


Literature on Communicating About Climate Change
Ding et al. 2011. Support for climate policy and societal action, are linked to perceptions about scientific agreement. Nature Climate Change 1:462–466.  Significance of this research: The authors stress the importance of simple, clear messages, including repeatedly affirming the scientific consensus on climate change.  They also emphasize the importance of not repeating myths, even to debunk them, since mere mention of a myth may unwittingly legitimize it.

Feinberg and Willler, 2011. Apocalypse soon? Dire messages reduce belief in global warming by contradicting Just-World beliefs. Psychological Science 22:34– 38.  Significance of this research: These results stress the importance of positive messages: “Human ingenuity…”, “The technology exists…”, “Global warming can be reversed…”

Feygina et al, 2010. System justification, the denial of global warming, and the possibility of ''system-sanctioned change.'‘ Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 36:326-338.  Significance of this research: Environmentalism may be viewed as an indictment of the current system.  Reframing serious environmental challenges as intended to preserve “the American way of life” and “the country’s natural resources” reduces the negative effect of system-justifying tendencies.

Johnson. 2011. Climate change communication: A provocative inquiry into motives, meanings, and means. Risk Analysis. DOI: 10.1111/j.1539-6924.2011.01731.x   Significance of this research: Positions on climate change convey values and have cultural significance.

Kahan et al, 2010, Cultural cognition of scientific consensus. Journal of Risk Research 14:147-174.
Significance of this research: An amazing paper, showing how worldview dramatically influences perception of scientific consensus on climate change and two other controversial topics.

Kahan, Dan M., Wittlin, Maggie, Peters, Ellen, Slovic, Paul, Ouellette, Lisa Larrimore, Braman, Donald and Mandel, Gregory N. 2011. The Tragedy of the Risk-Perception Commons: Culture Conflict, Rationality Conflict, and Climate Change. Temple University Legal Studies Research Paper No. 2011-26; Cultural Cognition Project Working Paper No. 89; Yale Law & Economics Research Paper No. 435; Yale Law School, Public Law Working Paper No. 230. Available at http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1871503.  Significance of this research: Higher scientific literacy is correlated with greater polarization in attitudes on climate change.  A puzzling result until one understands the influence of worldview on perceptions of climate change.    

McCright and Dunlap. 2011. Cool dudes: The denial of climate change among conservative white males in the United States. Global Environmental Change 21:1163–1172.  Significance of this research: Since, by definition, a conservative is disposed to preserve existing conditions, institutions, etc., it is natural that the conservative position is to defend the current social/economic system against criticism.  This follows from normal human identity-protective cognition and system-justifying tendencies.  Positive messages and speaking to conservative values may reduce this cognitive dissonance.

O’Neill and Nicolson-Cole. 2009. “Fear won’t do it” Promoting positive engagement with climate change through visual and iconic representations. Science Communication 30: 355-379. Significance of this research: Visual images that illustrate the importance of climate change (images of disasters, for example) must be used selectively and balanced with images that illustrate positive solutions (turning down a thermostat, for example).

Wolf and Moser, 2011. Individual understandings, perceptions, and engagement with climate change: insights from in-depth studies across the world. WIREs Climate Change 2011 2 547–569 DOI: 10.1002/wcc.120.  Significance of this research: Negative emotions like fear increase disengagement with climate change, unless accompanied by positive messages on how to translate worry into constructive action.



Provisional Ideas for Communicating About Climate Change
· Minimize reliance on geophysical data
· Offer positive messages as frequently as possible 
· Make it personal
· Convey messages that speak to core identities and values of diverse audiences
· Solicit personal narratives of weather changes over the lifetimes of audience members, as well as narratives of personal experiences with weather extremes
· Display visual materials that illustrate impacts of climate change, especially:
· Local impacts 
· Impacts on our children and grandchildren (=no more than two generations)
· Displays visuals that illustrate positive solutions

