Framing issues locally can be persuasive in
climate change communication

08 April 2016
Issue 452
Subscribe to free
weekly News Alert
Source: Hine, D., Phillips,
W., Cooksey, R., Reser, J.,
Nunn, P., Marks, A., Loi, N.
& Watt, S. (2016)
Preaching to different
choirs: How to motivate
dismissive, uncommitted,
and alarmed audiences to
adapt to climate change?
Global Environmental
Change 36: 1–11.
DOI: 10.1016/j.gloenvcha.
2015.11.002
Contact:
dhine@une.edu.au

Read more about:
Climate change and
energy,
Environmental
information services
The contents and views
included in Science for
Environment Policy are
based on independent,
peer-reviewed research
and do not necessarily
reflect the position of the
European Commission.
To cite this
article/service: "Science
for Environment Policy":
European Commission DG
Environment News Alert
Service, edited by
SCU, The University of the
West of England, Bristol.

Messages that focus on the local impacts of climate change are among the
most effective at reaching people who are generally dismissive of climate
science, according a recent survey of Australian residents. The questionnaire asked
participants about their attitudes and beliefs about climate change. Participants
were shown a range of messages related to climate change adaptation, and then
asked how much each message motivated them to take action. Presentations that
contained local impacts, specific advice and negative emotive content were found
to be the most effective.
Tailoring messages for individual audiences can be expensive, but devising a single
message for a diverse audience can be less effective. Therefore, it is of utmost importance
to determine which kind of messages reach the most people and which audiences are the
most crucial to reach.
Previous studies conducted in this area have found that, for general audiences, messages
which focus on practical actions that could help avert losses (such as a flood-response plan)
— as opposed to potential damages caused by disastrous scenarios — encourage greater
intentions to act. Also, locally framed issues are more persuasive than the same issues when
framed globally.
Some audiences deny the existence of climate change. It has been suggested this is because
disengaging from or rejecting threats which are not immediately present is a way of
managing fears. For these audiences, messages that emphasise collective responsibility,
public health and economics have been found to be the most persuasive, whereas those that
directly mention ‘climate change’, national security or that have overtly negative emotional
content can be counter-productive.
For the present study, 1 031 Australian residents aged between 18 and 66 completed a
questionnaire. Based on their views on climate change, they were grouped into one of three
categories: alarmed (34.4%), uncommitted (45.2%) and dismissive (20.3%). The researchers
selected 60 messages focused on adaptation to climate change. The messages were
independently coded based on whether they contained: a direct reference to climate change;
specific advice to deal with threats; strongly negative emotional content; an emphasis on
social responsibility; reference to local impacts; reference to economic impacts. Participants
were shown a random sample of six of these messages in three different media formats
(video, web and print) and their efficacy was measured by asking participants to rate the
extent to which they intended to act or seek out further information after viewing them.
For all audiences, specific advice regarding adaptation to climate change had a positive
influence on people's intentions, as did content that evoked strongly negative emotions.
Among those who were generally dismissive of climate change (either dismissive of its
existence or of it being anthropogenic), emphasising local impacts and avoiding direct
references to the term ‘climate change’ had the greatest power to increase people's
intentions to accept and adapt to climate change.
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The persuasive effect of strong negative content, and the fact that economic and social
implications did not have a statistically significant effect on any of the audiences, contradicts
the findings of some previous research. The authors say the results should not be taken in
isolation. They also note that there can be large discrepancies between people in different
nations, and that attitudes to climate change can change depending on public information
and local climatic events.
Tailoring the content of messages in line with the findings of these studies may be useful for
climate change communicators who aim to create positive intentions in their audiences,
although this is only half the battle — encouraging behavioural change remains a more
substantial challenge, the researchers say.

