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About Me 

§ PhD student in Strategic Communication at George 
Mason University, with an emphasis on science 
communication 

§ Graduate research assistant at the Center for Climate 
Change Communication, working on the Climate 
Matters and the Climate Matters in the Newsroom 
projects

§ Over 10 years of experience in science and 
environmental communication in academic, non-
profit, and government agencies 

§ Questions? Comments? Tweet me @kmftimm or email 
me at kmf.timm@gmail.com



What are we 
talking about 

today?

§ What is science and climate change 
communication research? 

§ Ten valuable lessons from science and 
climate change communication research

§ Ten great resources for climate change 
communication

§ Questions & Discussion 



What is communication?

The relational 

process of

Generating meaning

Communication is relational – it can be intentional or unintentional, 
but it takes place between two or more people.

Communication is a process – someone sends a message and another 
person interprets it, and possibly sends a message back.  

Communication is not about the words we say or write – it’s about the 
meanings that are interpreted by the listener or receiver.





Web of Science search for “science communication” 





Ten Lessons for Climate Change Communication 

1. Don’t be afraid to speak up.

2. Think about your goals and objectives.

3. Know your audience.

4. If your goal is providing information: Simple clear messages repeated often by a 

variety of trusted voices.

5. If your goal is behavior change: Do everything you can to make the behavior you 

are promoting easy, fun, and popular.

6. Listen first.

7. Make climate change locally relevant.

8. …but give people solutions!

9. Climate communication is a team sport.



Don’t be afraid 
to speak up.
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For the issue of climate change, can you accurately guess what 
most Americans think about the issue?  



For the issue of climate change, can you accurately guess what 
most Americans think about the issue?  



Trusted Sources of Information About Global Warming



Most American’s cannot name a living 
scientist.

Please name a living 

scientist…
I can

(30%)

I cannot

(70%)

Source: A Research! America poll of U.S. adults conducted in partnership with Zogby Analytics, with support from the American Society of Hematology, 

in November 2013.  The survey has a sample size of 1,000 U.S. adults  (+/- 3.2% ).

Stephen Hawking 43% 
Neil Degrasse Tyson 6% 
Bill Nye 5% 
Jane Goodall 5% 
James Watson 3% 
Richard Dawkins 2% 
Michio Kaku 2% 
Mehmet Oz 1% 
Other 33% 



Global Warming’s Six Americas 
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/about/projects/global-warmings-six-Americas

- Descriptions and videos that describe each of the “Six Americas” 

- A short quiz to determine which segment you are in 

- A wide range of reports that describe different research with different 

segments of the population 

- Message strategies for each of the segments 

- Download a free book chapter: “Message Strategies for Global Warming’s Six 

Americas” by Roser-Renouf et al. 2014



Think about 
your goals and 

objectives.

“The quality of science communication 
actually hinges on a second set of 
decisions. Scientists need to figure out 
what specific, immediate objectives they 
want to achieve through their 
communication efforts.” 

John Besley, Michigan State University 
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Generate Excitement

Bring your enthusiasm

Don’t worry about conveying 

a lot of facts and data

Engage all 5 senses

Razzle dazzle 'em!

Impart Knowledge

What does your audience 

need to know?

Find common ground & 

shared values

Tell them why the info 

matters to them

Repeat the most important 

information 

Change Policy 

Identify who needs to make 

the decision

What do they need to know 

and when?  

What is the timeline or 

process for making the 

decision? 

Change Behavior

You cannot just give people 

information

Create tension

Make the behavior popular, 

easy, and fun

Help people feel confident in 

their ability to perform the 

behavior

Goals and objectives should influence the communication or 

outreach activities you plan. 
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Science Communicators Must Consider Short-Term 
Objectives While Keeping Their Eyes on the Prize
https://comartsci.msu.edu/research-and-creative-work/science-communicators-must-
consider-short-term-objectives-while-keeping

Thinking About Your Communication Goals & 
Objectives
https://www.compassscicomm.org/single-post/2016/04/05/Thinking-About-Your-
Communication-Goals-Objectives-An-Interview-with-John-Besley-Anthony-Dudo

- Two very insightful blog posts about setting goals and objectives for science 
communication 



Know your 
audience.
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“The single biggest problem with 
communication is the illusion that it has 
taken place.”                           

George Bernard Shaw



Learn about 
your audience

Your objective should affect who you 
decide to communicate with. 

• What do they know? 

• What “language” do they speak?

• What do they value? 

• What do they want to learn from you? 

• Why aren’t they performing the 
behavior you want them to perform? 

• Who do they trust the most? 

• Does any research exist about your 
audience? 



Yale Climate Opinion Maps
http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us-
2016/?est=happening&type=value&geo=county

- Interactive map tool enables you to explore downscaled public opinion data 
by state, congressional districts, metro areas, and counties. 

- Gives you percentages of the population for key climate change beliefs, risk 
perceptions, policy support, and behaviors. 

- Compare and contrast different regions of the country. 

- Download data. 







If your goal is 
providing 

information… 

4 Simple clear messages…

repeated often…

by a variety of trusted voices.

Ed Maibach, George Mason University 



“People simplify. Our job (as 
science communicators) is to help 

them simplify appropriately.”

Institute of Medicine (1989) Improving Risk 
Communication



Skeptical Science 
https://www.skepticalscience.com/

- Taxonomy of ever counter argument and climate change 
misinformation you will likely ever encounter. 

- “Simple, clear, messages…” and explanations that vary in 
difficulty. The “basic” answer is usually 1 sentence long.

- Fantastic resource for finding the simpler thing to say! 

- Website, phone application, and speaking in my public 
affairs session at AGU 2018 J





If your goal is 
changing 

behavior…

5 Make the behavior…

simple…
fun…
and popular.

Ed Maibach, George Mason University 



Context or 
Environment

Heart

Head



Listen first.
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10 ways to have better conversations
https://www.ted.com/talks/celeste_headlee_10_ways_to_have_a_better_conversation?l
anguage=en

- Radio host Celeste Headlee discusses how to have better conversations, 
especially about difficult subjects. 



Make climate 
change locally 

relevant…
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“The biggest 
climate disruption 
lies between our 
ears.”

Per Epsen Stoknes
TED Talk 

Distance

Doom

Dissonance

Denial 

Identity

Climate Change 
(or other risk) 
Information 



Our brains process information in two primary ways.

“Thinking 
Fast” 

“Thinking 
Slow” 

Experiential 
Effortless

Vivid

Analytic
Logical

Effortful
Pallid

Source: Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
(based on decades of research by he and Amos Tversky)



Climate Central Media Library 
http://medialibrary.climatecentral.org/

- Beautiful graphics and location-specific information to help make climate 
change a local issue

- Sign up to get weekly, location-specific updates on climate trends and topics

- Browse existing graphics by keyword or topic (flooding, weather, trends)

- Browse by media market (including Fairbanks, Anchorage, and Juneau!)









…but also give 
people 

solutions!
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http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/americans-are-more-worried-about-global-warming-but-show-signs-of-losing-hope/

Hope is closely linked with issue engagement 





Drawdown
https://www.drawdown.org/solutions

Overwhelmed by climate change? Here's 
what you can do
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/08/climate-change-
what-you-can-do-campaigning-installing-insulation-solar-panels

Act on Climate Change
http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/news-events/act-on-climate-
change/



Climate 
communication 
is a team sport. 

9 “We have to fix climate 
change with the people we 
have right now, and to a 
large extent with the 
perspectives we have right 
now as well.” 

Katherine Hayhoe, Texas Tech University



Content 
Experts

Social 
Scientists

Communication 
Practitioners / 

Designers

Community 
Members / 

Stakeholders

Baruch Fischoff (2007) Non-persuasive Communication about Matters of Greatest 
Urgency: Climate Change.  Environmental Science & Technology Online. 41:7204-8.

Others? 



Browse free resources or apply for membership in 
Climate Access or the Climate Advocacy Lab 
https://climateaccess.org/    AND.    https://climateadvocacylab.org/

- Networks of social scientists, practitioners, analysts, program managers all 
working on climate change communication-related issues. 

- Find potential collaborators by topic, region, or sector. 

- Look around! Potential collaborators may be right under your nose. 





Nine Lessons for Climate Change Communication 

1. Don’t be afraid to speak up.
2. Think about your goals and objectives.
3. Know your audience.
4. If your goal is providing information: Simple clear messages repeated often by a 

variety of trusted voices.
5. If your goal is behavior change: Do everything you can to make the behavior you 

are promoting easy, fun, and popular.
6. Listen first.
7. Make climate change locally relevant.
8. …but give people solutions!
9. Climate communication is a team sport.



For training in science and climate change communication: 
§ Yale’s Communicating Climate Change and Health Online Class (https://publichealth.yale.edu/cchcert)

§ Alan Alda Center (https://www.aldacenter.org/)

§ AAAS (https://www.aaas.org/Communicating-Science-Workshops)

§ AGU Sharing Science Program (https://sharingscience.agu.org/)

A few more great books…



Discussion & 
Questions

NASA Goddard Space Flight Center

Kristin Timm
Kmf.timm@gmail.com
@kmftimm


