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COMMUNICATION IN SUPPORT OF SOCIETAL RESPONSE

TO CLIMATE CHANGE

BY SUSANNE C. MOSER AND PATRICK LUCANDA

INTRODUCTIHN

Mmes about ghobal climate change iso't good. Scanning the
papers on a regular basis, in Fact, one could argue, nesws is get-
ting worse, And if we are honest, we may even say that the
nevws isn't the half of it. The scientific literature - not con-
strained by the econcamic pressures of the news business, joar-
nalistic norms of balancing viswpaints, competing politizal
pricrities, public indifference, and the whims of Lissus ateen-
tion cycles” — lays cut in far greater depth and sometimes
painstaking detail where things are at. Status, trands, and out-
leaks of the world's climare, scospstems, sconcmic and sccial
vulnerahbilities, and societal capacities to deal with multiple
rapid and interacting changes can easily dishearten the clese
chserver. Indesd, the gulf betwesn the urgency that many sci-
entists see in global climate change and compounding glokal
environmental and social chianges vis-b-vis the extent of secie-
tal response bo date (both in terms of mitigation and adapta-
ticn) is far from closing.

Oine ssssicn at the 62 Open Meeting of the Human Dimen-
sions of Global Change Ressarch Community in Bonn argued
that cne important reason for this persistent gap is inadequate
communication of the risks and poesible sclutions of climate
change to those who could enact changes. Such actors da not
cmly inchude palicy-makers imvalved in international climate
negotiaticns, but ulimately every one: business exscutives,
lezal and rationial government officials, civic socisty actors in
non-governmental crganizations 25 much as in houses of war-
ship, educatars, and individuals in their personal lives.

Cammunication playsa mitical rele in problem definition and
agerda setting, creating an informed public and policy debats,

social mohilimtion, helping tobuild political pressure necessry
for policy and social change, and in identifying, promoting and
spreading poesible behavioral and policy solutions. For commu-
nicaticn to effectively play these roles, however, thereis a growing
nesd to better understand how the recipients of climate chargs
information will treat the information that they receive, given
specific personal and cultural concerns and backgrounds and
socin-sconomic contexts, howe they will respond behasiorally,
ared what cppartunities and barriers exist to implementing a par-
ticular chanpe praomoted in a communication campaign.
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SCIENCE-POLICY INTERFACE: COMMUMNICATION

The sessian, entitled . Climate Change Needs Social Changs
— The Eole of Communication”, organized by the authors,
brought together a variety of perspectives from Europe, the
1.5, and Africa' to explore the communication — social
change contimuum around the following questions:

What would effective communication of climate changs

loak liks?

What role can such communication play in facilitating

social change and sccietal response to climate change?

What does research on communication and social changs

hawe to offer to inform improvements in cur communica-

tion practice?

Vhat (cultural) differences and similarities are there in

communication practice across naticns that can bath val-

idate .good® practice and inform future research?

Papers in this session explored the interactions, processes,
and impacts af communication ata waristy of .interfaces,” far
example, that between the media — mainly print and TV — and.
public apinion in the US (Maowell Boyloff, University of Cal-
itornia) and in the UK {Lorraine Whitmarsh, University of
Bath); betwesn experts and the media in northerndcoastal Ger-
many {Harald Heinrichs, University of Laneburg, and Hans
Peter Peters, Resaarch Center Tilich)y betwean the law, the
media, government, and society at large in the US (Marilyn
Averill, University of Colorado); and betveen individuals and
comumnities — sometimes, but not always, mediated by formal
media channels —in East, Central and Southern Africa (Patrick
Luganda), An cwerview of the communication-social change
continuum in the context of societal response to a global
change challenge such as climate change was prowided by
Susanne Moser. [t offered the concepaal . glue" for the individ-
ual papers. This summary touches on some of the common
thenses and interesting differences emerging from the papers.

WHAT ROLE CAN COMMUNICATION PLAY IN SOCIETAL
RESPOMNSE TO CLIMATE CHAMGE?

The papers covered a wide variety of ways in which com-
munication can Facilitate social change. Some focused on the
first and maybe mest fundamental ways - such as roising
awareness of or alerting to a problem, especially global ones
that are ditficult to detect with .the naksd eye" Mare dee_p}r.
communication, sspecially lively and interactive forms of
communication can help people create understanding and
meaning. As such communication helps in direct and indirect
ways to shape public or policy discourse, and thereby, influ-
ence public perceptions of the severity of climate change, per-
cepticns of the sate of the science on it, and perceptions of
solutioms, This was illustrated clearly in Boyhoff™s paper, which
irvestigated the impact that the jowrnalistic norm of balincing
viewpoints has had in the 175 cn public perception of the stare
af the scientific consensus on climate change.
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The public/media discourse in turn helps shape political
agenda and can garner or dissipate public support for policy-
making. Thus, the media plays 2 crucial rale as mediater
between science and society (Whitmarsh, Heinrichs). The
media also plays a critical mediating role benween issues of si-
ence and the b by highlighting and irterpreting court cases
about climate change to the lisening public (Averilll. Clearly,
it is litigation itself that can help clirify existing law, influence
corporate behaviar, assign governmental responsibility, and
validate for undermine as it vere) the credibility, legitimacy
and salience of science. But the media, by reporting on such
cases, can extend these roles of litigation to encouraging pub-
lic debate, simply by casting the legal debates in a certain way
in the publiz arena.

Finally, as Luganda illustrated, communication among
individuals and communities can ply an important rale as a
first-crder coping strategy. Talking about Lstrange weather”
and changes in climatic patterns simply makes climate change
less puzzling and helps integrate these changes into daily con-
versation and life. Taking a leaf from communication of
HIVFALIDS in Africa, he su.;gge:bed that communication is a
cheap and powerful tool to reach deeply into people’s persanal
liwes, allowing bor information to be shared easily among con-
cerned or affected populitions.

ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE COMMUMICATION
OF CLIMATE CHANGE

The question what role communization could play in sodi-
eta] respomse to climate change im mediately raises a follow-on
question about actual impact or effectivensss. The presenta-
tions addressed the potential and actual impacts of commuwni-
cation, but did not directly answer the question what would
constitute gfective communication. Obwiously, the answer to
that questicn is highly context-dependent. It depends on the
stated goal of @ communication effort, the communicator-
audience irteracticn, who the audience is and what they need
or want, the fit of communicated information and kenoneledge
with the audience’s mental madels, pre-existing knovwledge,
decisicn-making responsibilities and capacities. For example,
is the intent to simply raise awareness, to inform, to alert the
popubition at large or a specific subset, is it to educate in
broader andlor deeper ways, is it to mobilize people into
action, ar to enable and empover them to takoe a specific type
of action?

In principle, communization efbectiveness may be judgsd
by what actually has been said, how it has been said, who
andfor hone many have been reached by the communication,
hiowe that infarmation has been received, and what the impact
of the communication was cn perceptions, understanding,
decisions, and behavior. Az a resalt, the measures of effective
communication cne could envision are varied and the anes we
hawe are typically incomplete. All too frequently howewver,
communication effarts are not folloveed up with atternpts to
measre their impact.

We would argue that the measures that do exist can reveal
underlying assumptions about what effective communication
is believed to look like. For example, sometimes we count the
number of pamphlets distributed or the hits an a web site.
These may be the easiest ways to measure Jimpact”™ pet they









