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Frustrations of communicating 

climate change 

• Opinion polls show that many people doubt the 

warming and its attribution to humans 

• Continued media attention to climate change 

skepticism and skeptics 

• Failure of the public to act on the risks perceived 

by the climate scientists. 
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UK 
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Germany: Der Spiegel 

http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/bild-923937-548139.html 



Finland: Spring 2010 





What is the solution to the climate 

communication problem? 

• Better messengers? 

• Clearer message? 

• More exciting 

presentations? 

• Better educated 

populace? 

• Squashing skepticism? 



Linear model of communication 

Science + communication = action 

Information 
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Scientists 







Dr. Mike Hulme 
EAU, UK 

 He uses different standpoints 

from science, economics, faith, 

psychology, communication, 

sociology, demography, politics 

and development to explain 

why we disagree about climate 

change.  

 

 Stop to polarization, 

demonization, labelism & 

tribalism  



Medicin: Fear Factor 



Leonardo: 
 

• 54,000 species a year 
are becoming extinct 
due to global warming 
- homo sapiens 
sapiens may not be far 
behind.  



CNN channel founder Ted Turner  

  “Global warming 

will be catastrophic 

and those who 

don't die will be 

cannibals”  



Al Gore 
 The Guardian, Saturday 14 March 2009  

 "They're seeing the 
writing on every wall 
they look at. They're 
seeing the complete 
disappearance of the 
polar ice caps right 
before their eyes in 
just a few years."  



Prof. Hans Joachim Schellnhuber 
Director of the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact 

Research 

• “If earth temperature 
rises 5 degrees only one 
billion people can 
survive"  



The front-page climate change headlines in the 
ten main national UK newspapers 

M. Hulme, 2007. Nature 445:818. 

• “Unprecedented“ 

• ”Unusual” 

• ”For the first time ever” 

• "Worse than we thought“ 

• “Disaster" 

• “Catastrophic" 

• “Shocking“ 

• “Terrifying“ 

• “Devastating"  
 



Evolution of climate change 

• Greenhouse effect 

• Strengthening of the greenhouse effect 

• Climate change 

• Climate warming 

• Global warming 

• Climate crisis 

• Climate chaos 

• Climate catastrophe 

• Global climate disruption 

• Destruction of the Planet 

• ?  

• Thermaggedon, Post Traumatic Weather Syndrom, 
Frankenclimate 

 



Apocalyptic framing of climate 
change does two things: 

Foust,C.R. & Murphy,W.O. 2009. Revealing and reframing apocalyptic 
tragedy in global warming discourse. Environ. Comm. 3(2):151-167.  

 

1. It endows experts and elites – the modern-day 
gnostic prophets – with the ‘hidden knowledge’ 
to understand and foretell the future.   

2. It reinforces the feeling that ordinary citizens 
can do little to reduce global warming. Such 
rhetoric both excludes and paralyses. 

  



Why is it important to avoid unnecessary 
exaggeration and acknowledge 

uncertainties? 

1. We are going to need climate science for many 
decades, so we should take care that it 
maintains its credibility; 

2. The means to mitigate global warming must be 
updated continuously 
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Circular model of communication 

Addressing complexity, 

Uncertainty 

 

Raising the level 

of  the public dialogue 

HONEST BROKERS 



The main function of expert 

advisory bodies is not to tell the 

public what should be done, but 

rather what could be done 

Björn-Ola Linnér & Roger Pielke, Jr. 

 

27 September 2013 





Kellog & Schneider 1974 



Wicked problem  
Rittel and Webber (1973) 

• There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem (defining wicked 

problems is itself a wicked problem). 

• Wicked problems have no stopping rule 

• Solutions to wicked problems are not ture-or-false, but better or worse. 

• There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked 

problem. 

• Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaustively 

describable) set of potential solutions, nor is there a well-described set of 

permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan. 

• Every wicked problem is essentially unique. 

• Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another 

problem. 

• The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be 

explained in numerous ways. The choice of explanation determines the 

nature of the problem's resolution. 

 



Super wicked problems  
(Levin et al. 2007) 

• Time is running out. 

• No central authority. 

• Those seeking to solve the problem are also 

causing it. 

• Hyperbolic discounting occurs. 



Obliquity – why our goals are best 

achieved indirectly? 
Obliquity is the principle that complex goals are best achieved 

indirectly. This book explains why the happiest people aren’t necessarily 

those who focus on happiness, and how the most successful cities aren’t 

planned (look at Paris versus Brasilia).  And if a company announces 

shareholder return as its number one goal, perhaps we should beware: the 

most profit-orientated companies aren’t usually the most profitable. 

 

John Kay 



http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/mackinderProgramme/theHartwellPaper/ 





Two kinds of global change policies 

• Carbon policy (greenhouse gases) 

• Climate policy 

– Carbon sinks (forest, ecosystems) 

– Air quality (aerosols – black carbon, soot) 

– Land use changes (1st degree forcing, 

albedo) 

– Adaptation 

• Making societies more resilient and less vulnerable 



A radical reframing - an inverting - of approach:  

• decarbonisation will only be achieved successfully as a 

benefit contingent upon other goals which are politically 

attractive and relentlessly pragmatic.  

• raising up of human dignity via three overarching 

objectives:  

– ensuring energy access for all (1.5 billion people 

have no access to electricity);  

– ensuring that we develop in a manner that does not 

undermine the essential functioning of the Earth 

system;  

– ensuring that our societies are adequately equipped 

to withstand the risks and dangers that come from 

all the vagaries of climate, whatever their cause may 

be.  



The Hartwell Paper 

• Improved climate risk management is a valid policy 

goal, and is not simply congruent with carbon policy;  

• Vigorous and early action on non-CO2 climate forcing 

agents like black carbon and tropospheric ozone; 

• Very substantially increased investment in innovation in 

non-carbon energy sources in order to diversify energy 

supply technologies,  

• The ultimate goal of doing this is to develop non-carbon 

energy supplies at unsubsidised costs less than those 

using fossil fuels.  

 



The Hartwell Paper: 
 • We currently pursue climate change policies with the 

idea that any co-benefits are secondary; we need to 

invert this thinking and seek to improve the quality of 

life, which in many cases can concomitantly help us 

reduce emissions. For example: 
– Black carbon emissions result in 1.8 million deaths annually, while also 

contributing to 5-10% of total human forcing of the climate system, with particular 

implications for Arctic ice loss. One ton of black carbon causes about 600x the 

forcing one ton of carbon over a 100 year period. There are feasible ways to 

eradicate black carbon emissions, which would produce large public health 

benefits, especially in developing countries; 

– Tropospheric ozone emissions exact serious health costs and diminution of 

agricultural productivity, while also contributing about 5-10% of human forcing of 

the climate system. Rigorous implementation of air quality standards can halve 

these emissions; 

– Forests are not only a carbon sink but contribute substantially to livelihoods and 

biodiversity. Forest management need not be effectuated within a climate 

framework, but rather could be managed in a way that recognizes its integrated 

values; 

 





Measures targeting methane and BC emissions  
Schindell et al. SCIENCE VOL 335 13 JANUARY 2012 

• This strategy reduce projected global mean warming ~0.5°C by 

2050.  

• Avoids 0.7 to 4.7 million annual premature deaths from outdoor 

air pollution and increases annual crop yields by 30 to 135 

million metric tons due to ozone reductions in 2030 and beyond.  

• Benefits of methane emissions reductions are valued at $700 to 

$5000 per metric ton, which is well above typical marginal 

abatement costs (less than $250).  

• The selected controls target different sources and influence climate 

on shorter time scales than those of carbon dioxide–reduction 

measures. 

• Implementing both substantially reduces the risks of crossing 

the 2°C threshold. 



Radiative forcing due to perpetual constant year 2000 emissions grouped by sector at (a) 

2020 (b) 2100 showing the contribution from each species.  

Unger N et al. PNAS 2010;107:3382-3387 
©2010 by National Academy of Sciences 



New Debate Climate 

Conformists versus reformists 

 Conformists 

- ”Pollution control” 

- International binding 
agreement 

- Solution technology already 
available 

- Potential for already existing 
renewable energy sources 

- Regulation, incentives 

- Changes in our way of life 

- Kioto – the one and only 

Reformists (Harwellians) 

- Not a pollution problem 

- Massive clean energy technology 
push needed 

- R&D, demos and deployment in 
key position 

- Emission reduction where they 
are increasing most rapidly 
(sectorial approach) 

- Focus on carbon consumption, 
not only carbon production 

- Focus on non-CO2 emissions 

- A slowly rising but initially low 
carbon tax 

- Not less - but different! 

 



Conclusions 

• There is a need to separate energy policy from climate policy. 

• The primary goal of energy policy should be to ensure that the 

energy demands of the world’s growing population are adequately 

met.  

• Major investment in R&D to make low-carbon power, including 

nuclear power, cheaper than coal. 

• Separate policy frameworks and interventions are needed for short-

lived and long-lived climate forcing agents. 

• An innovation-focused strategy, funded by an hypothecated low 

carbon tax, is needed 

• The overall climate policy needs to be broken up into separate issues 

again (e.g. adaptation, forests, biodiversity, air quality, equity) each 

addressed on its merits and each in its own ways. 

 



Thank you! 


