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As scientists, we seek rigor in our research.  

•We conduct a careful review of prior results.
•We look at for approaches that have a proven track 
record.
•We carefully monitor results.
•We adjust approaches based on success.



When we engage with broader society or policy makers, 
we largely abandon that rigor.

•We are sure we know the best way to present a concept.
•We do no real research on existing empirical results 
related to effective communications.
•Even when presented with clear evidence of proven 
approaches, we ignore them.
•If the person on the other end does not “get it,” we see 
this as evidence of deficits on their part.
•We have a tendency to repeat the same message in the 
same way, only louder.



Scientists 
have a 
tendency to 
combine 
naiveté
with 
arrogance.
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Communicating the risk of  climate change

The scientific evidence is overwhelming, yet there are those 
who do not accept the that humans are causing global 
warming or do not think it is a serious issue.  The issue has 
become politically polarized (especially in the U.S.).



[Kahan, et al., 
Nature Climate 
Change, 2012]

We “educate” the unconvinced, assuming that with 
greater understanding both liberal and conservative will 
be more convinced of the risk (left).

But research shows this increases the polarization (right).

Research in “cultural cognition” shows that people 
process information in ways that are consistent with their 
existing worldview, core identity, and that of the group 
with which they identify.



We might expect those with greater scientific literacy to 
better appreciate the risk of climate change (left).

But, again, those with greater scientific literacy are even 
more polarized (right).

Resource: www.culturalcognition.net

[Kahan, et al., Nature Climate Change, 2012]



The approach most of us feel desperately compelled 
to pursue – even when we have been informed of 
these cultural cognition results – is one of providing 
ever more clear and reasoned expositions of the 
evidence. We can’t stop ourselves.  We argue harder, 
and louder, and are just sure that if we show enough 
evidence they will finally “get it”!



When you find yourself in a hole …

First, stop digging.



Research has shown that it is possible to get positive 
outcomes on climate change issues, but you will find the 
approach unsatisfying, because you have to give up the 
idea of winning the argument.

It requires:
•a disciplined approach
•treating the communication as a process
•relying on trusted sources within the target community

And it requires focusing on the adoption of policies 
necessary to lessen the risks of climate change. 



“Such individuals help to breed public support by example 
rather than argument: their actions and deeds conveyed 
that they trusted the science …”

[Kahan and Carpenter, Nature Climate Change, May 2017]

A carefully planned process can achieve desired outcomes 
for climate action.
• Find trusted leaders who are open to taking positive 

actions.
• Develop an approach for those actions that aligns with 

their values.

“Belief is often a basis for action. But once you’re 
committed to a course of action, you tend to find lots of 
reasons for why you did it.”

[Ben Orlove, co-director of the Earth Institute’s Center for
Research on Environmental Decisions]



Our community has made incredible progress on the 
science of climate change.  Our engagement with the 
public on the risks associated with climate change, 
however, has often been counterproductive in terms 
of getting people to support actions to address the 
problem.  We need to approach our engagement with 
society in a careful scientific manner, taking full 
advantage of the “science of science communication” 
to create approaches the yield positive results.

Conclusion



Discussion 


