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ABSTRACT 

In this viewpoint we intend to argue two things. First, that any attempt at effective 
communication must consider not only the causes and effects of climate change, 
but also the political measures proposed to address those causes and effects, since 
both influence public perceptions and behaviours. Second, that it is necessary to 
better understand the processes by which citizens make sense of climate change, 
as well as the role that their position in the social structure plays in shaping such 
perceptions. According to our recent research, the most sceptical or denialist 
people ignore the problem due to their (perceived) difficulties to change ways of 
life, and this implies that any attempt to modify this perception should go beyond 
climate change policies in the strict sense, considering other political measures 
to compensate these (perceived) deficits and help people to be able to consider a 
change of ways of life.
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Beyond its impacts on ecosystems and on the whole biosphere, climate change 
pushes many of our social and political institutions to the limits. The still high 
margins of uncertainty associated to the study and management of climate 
change, not only challenges the scientific making of the best possible diag-
nosis, but it also challenges how it is transmitted and communicated beyond 
the close circle of experts (those who generate and share the data), towards 
the public in general and the political sphere in particular. In this viewpoint 
we intend to argue two things. First, that any attempt at effective communi-
cation must consider not only the causes and effects of climate change, but 
also the political measures proposed to address those causes and effects, since 
both influence public perceptions and behaviours. Second, that it is necessary 
to better understand the processes by which citizens make sense of climate 
change, as well as the role that their position in the social structure plays in 
shaping such perceptions.

THE WEAK CONSISTENCY OF PUBLIC PERCEPTION DATA

Several international institutions are generating plenty of empirical evidence 
on the public perceptions of climate change through long series of statistical 
data on attitudes and knowledge on the topic (i.e., data from Eurostat, UN, 
European Social Survey, etc.). However, the usual gap between the answers 
the people give to the questionnaires and they practical daily actions is being 
increasingly acknowledged. For instance, Eurobarometer data shows that in 
2021, 78% of the Europeans think that climate change is a very serious prob-
lem, while only 7% consider it as a negligible risk, and this seems to be a 
consolidated trend from more than a couple of decades ago (Eurobarometer 
2021). However, according to the same sources, more than 35% admit that 
they have not taken any measures to combat climate change, which suggests 
that there is a part of the population that is concerned but does not act to 
prevent it. According to the IPCC reports, these concerns and willingness 
to act are not reflected in changes in the environmental indicators (waste 
production, energy consumption, greenhouse gases emissions, etc.). On the 
contrary, the environmental evidence (IPCC 2022) keeps worsening and wors-
ening. In fact, one of the great challenges of climate change is how to make 
visible its relevance and the potential social metamorphoses that it entails for 
the majority of the population.

DESIGNING NEW AND APPROPRIATELY COMMUNICATED POLICIES

The definition of a risk, such as climate change, entails the need to formulate 
policies. A thick institutional framework for the elaboration and application of 
climate change policies has been articulated, generating great impacts on the 
hegemonic socio-economic models. Through these policies certain chemical 
products are prohibited, activities that generate greenhouse gases are regu-
lated, low-emission vehicles are subsidized, CO2 measurement, exchange and 
trade mechanisms are established, urban heat wave or other extreme atmos-
pheric phenomena adaptation strategies are developed, flood emergency 
plans are designed and executed, etc.

This type of measures may question the hegemonic socio-economic devel-
opment models and therefore require strong political willingness and commit-
ment. Political leaders should feel legitimized to do so with the support of a 
citizenry that perceives that, in principle, these policies seek to promote the 
common good. However, this is not easy to achieve. On the one hand, the 
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lobbies that benefit from the socio-economic model within which the problem 
has been generated, such as corporations linked to the exploitation of fossil 
fuels, are capable of exerting great pressure on the political system and hinder 
policy adoption or slow them down to the pace of their interests. On the other 
hand, citizen pressure is difficult to articulate and materialize. Despite the high 
scientific consensus on the impacts that climate change entails, these are still 
difficult to perceive and even to imagine for most of the population in general.

Climate change represents a major challenge in all areas, since unprec-
edent forms of social cooperation, innovative policies, new technologies, and, 
above all, new ways of thinking and acting are required to face it. And this is 
why it is important to focus on public communication.

THE STUDY OF CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATION

Mass media are another modern institution challenged by climate change. If, 
according to current knowledge, climate change can erode the living condi-
tions of many species, including humans, and cause profound impacts on 
social systems, how can we communicate such a serious problem?

During the first years of the IPCC scientific production, throughout the 
1990s, communication focused mainly on the mere transmission of scien-
tific data and the synthesis of expert reports. By that time, scientific confer-
ences, high-level politic meetings, or certain extreme weather events were the 
topics deserving media coverage (Moser 2010). It was a rather narrow-minded 
approach, with hardly any reflection on its reception by the public. These types 
of campaigns sought to educate the population, filling in their information 
deficits on climate change.

Assuming that the public is unaware of what goes on and, above all, that 
with more and better training and information they would understand things 
as the experts would like them to do, is clearly too simplistic. The so-called 
model of cognitive deficit in risk communication has been fully dismissed 
by social research on risk as an explanatory variable: the interrelationships 
between populations and risks are much more complex (Espluga et al. 2009; 
Prades et al. 2015). Nevertheless, communication strategies in many scientific 
fields still claim that the key issue is the lack of information as a way of explain-
ing why people do not change their behaviours and ways of life (Ballantyne 
2016). Besides, climate change communication, like environmental communi-
cation in general, has too often been posed in terms of crisis communication, 
which has led to a rather instrumental perspective, whose main objective is to 
resolve crises or emergency situations.

In the research field of the perception and communication of climate 
change, perspectives based on the assumption that, even if information is 
available, people do not ‘understand’ what is happening and therefore do not 
behave in a ‘suitable’ way, tend to dominate (Ballantyne 2016). This has led 
to a growing interest in the public perception of climate change in different 
geographical and social contexts, trying to measure their attitudes towards 
risk and to identify factors that influence their behaviours (e.g. ideological 
factors, values, political preferences, cultural worldviews, etc.). Ideally, this 
type of research could improve the design of messages, transmit the appropri-
ate recommendations, improve communication to fill the knowledge gap and 
change attitudes in the population. However, this linear conception of causal-
ity between information, attitude and behaviours continues understanding 
communication as a mere transmission process. Thus, the resulting proposals 
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would focus on improving the transmission of data, recommendations, orders, 
etc., renouncing to a more inclusive, deliberative and interactive perspective 
with the public.

Since climate change is difficult to be perceived and interpreted by many 
audiences, it is necessary to find more interaction and dialogue to negotiate 
more intelligible images, metaphors and conceptual models. This is why, in 
our view, more efforts should be devoted to understand the social processes 
through which people make sense of the media symbols and narratives of 
climate change.

MAKING SENSE OF CLIMATE CHANGE NEWS

In recent research we used a deliberative and participatory methodology to 
study how citizens perceive and interpret the media representations of climate 
change (Espluga Trenc et al. 2019). The analysis was based on a qualitative 
sample consisting of two groups (around eight people each one), the first one 
with citizens concerned of the seriousness of climate change, and the second 
one with more sceptical people. Both groups interacted through a month-
analysis process, combining moments of group and individual reflections, 
following the Systematic Tool for Behavioural Assumption, Validation and 
Exploration (STAVE) method, an iterative procedure for exploring people’s 
perceptions and interpretations on sustainability issues in everyday contexts 
(Espluga et al. 2016; Horlick-Jones and Prades 2014; Prades et al. 2016, 2017). 
In this way, we could observe how participants elaborated their reasoning 
about the climate change and the media news on this issue.

The initial attitudes towards climate change of the two groups were quite 
different: the people in the ‘concerned’ group highly convinced of the seri-
ousness of the problem, and the ‘sceptical’ group convinced of the opposite. 
At the beginning of the deliberative process, both groups relied on the most 
common stereotypes about climate change to illustrate and defend their 
starting positions. The most mentioned things by the ‘concerned’ group were 
things like ‘changing temperatures’, ‘missing seasons’, ‘droughts’, ‘scarcity’, 
‘melting’, ‘greenhouse effect’, ‘deforestation’, ‘biodiversity loss’, ‘destruction’, 
etc. Participants in the ‘sceptical’ group expressed much more extreme and 
polarized concepts, on the one hand with references to catastrophic situations 
(such as ‘destroyed planet’, ‘much darkness’, ‘the sun will not exist’, ‘disas-
ter’ and ‘horror’), while, on the other hand, questioning the reality of climate 
change (‘alarmism’, ‘exaggeration’, ‘it’s a montage’, ‘there have always been 
catastrophes’, etc.). In other words, they expressed a contradictory position 
and a dissonant discourse, and perhaps that is why they ended up adding a 
series of terms that expressed a clear individual discomfort with the climate 
change debate (‘selfishness’, ‘bad education’, ‘laziness’, ‘guilty’, ‘discomfort’, 
‘fear’, etc.).

However, as the debate progressed (within each group, as the two groups 
never meet during the month-duration of the process), the positions of 
both groups tended to converge, so that their respective initial arguments 
dissolved during the deliberation process. After several meetings, people in 
the ‘concerned’ group ended up relativizing their initial arguments, acknowl-
edging that they could not be sure of what they were saying, questioning their 
own sources of information, and expressing some of the arguments of the 
other group (such as appealing to the potential ‘natural’ nature of the climate 
change phenomenon). People of the ‘sceptical’ group ended up admitting that, 
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despite their initial denialism, they did care and that they agreed with many of 
the warning messages about climate change.

This is a very relevant finding as it reveals the fragility of the lay reason-
ing processes and the methodological challenges to properly capture it with 
public opinion survey data. Evidence from survey on distant and unfamiliar 
topics can rarely be connected to any practical experience of daily life.

Somehow, people from both groups, ‘concerned’ and ‘sceptical’, agree that 
climate change may be a real problem, but despite its urgency, they perceive 
that its resolution will take time and that is not a priority neither for them-
selves nor for the political and economic sectors.

All this generates an internal contradiction difficult to manage, a kind 
of cognitive dissonance: one thing must be done but other are being done. 
This could partially explain the fatalism and passivity towards climate 
change and everything that surrounds it, including the Conference of the 
Parties (COP) summits, despite the extensive media coverage that usually 
accompanies them.

CONCERNED AND SCEPTICALS, AN UNEXPECTED DIVIDE

During the group discussions, policies to avoid, minimize or adapt to climate 
change were also discussed, and it is shown that it is impossible to talk about 
climate change without also talking about its policies. It is something that is 
united in the perception of the public, as demonstrated by Wynne’s interpre-
tive theories of risk (Wynne 1996). Both groups agreed on the need for public 
policies, such as investment in renewable energy, promotion of public trans-
port, water and energy saving, and waste reduction. However, they disagreed 
with the convenience of other policies, such as increasing public aware-
ness and information on climate change, or promoting changes in attitudes 
and lifestyles. This is a key issue for communication. The ‘concerned’ group 
was in favour of informational and behavioural policies, while the ‘scepti-
cal’ group was totally against them. In this way, through the iterative delib-
erations and arguments of each group, we were able to observe what really 
separated both groups.

What seems to differentiate the ‘concerned’ and the ‘sceptical’ is their 
(perceived) possibility (or not) of changing their way of life, rather than their 
public opinion towards climate change. In other words, the ‘concerned’ people 
would be willing to change their way of life (they would accept mitigation 
and adaptation policies), while the ‘sceptical’ people would resist chang-
ing, either because they would prefer not to do so, by ideological reasons or 
because even if they wanted to do so, they perceive the transition costs as 
unaffordable for them.

It should be noted that both groups (in our sample) had a different socio-
economic and educational composition: the ‘concerned’ group with a higher 
average level of education and employment, and the ‘sceptical’ group with a 
lower educational and socio-economic status.

In this sense, we could hypothesize that people with lower socio-economic 
and educational status will express greater resistance to change and, therefore, 
greater resistance to openly accept the existence of climate change (since this 
would lead them to have to have to accept measures they cannot easily put in 
practice).

Finally, both groups perceive a clear deficit of citizen empowerment to 
demand measures from governments and companies. However, the ‘sceptical’ 
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group feel it is impossible to demand anything to the institutions (because 
they perceive that nobody will pay attention to them), while the ‘concerned’ 
group believe that changes can be demanded (and obtained) from public and 
private institutions.

This brings the key question of the (perceived) degree of democracy in our 
societies and our institutions. The ‘concerned’ people believe democracy can 
be improved, while sceptics tend to doubt about it. Fatalism and passivity are 
more present in the ‘sceptical’ group, than in the ‘concerned’ one.

According to these results, climate change mitigation and adaptation poli-
cies could be more supported by those with sufficient resources (material and 
cognitive) for a change in their ways of living. On the other hand, those who 
perceive (realistically or not) that they will not be able to face a change in life-
styles, could be more resistant towards such policies.

IMPLICATIONS FOR COMMUNICATION

These arguments have profound implications for communication of climate 
change. On the one hand, it seems clear that the public is fragmented and 
that communication strategies should take this into account, addressing 
different messages to the different population groups. There are social groups 
very reticent to accept information on climate change. On the other hand, 
the fact that the most sceptical or denialist people ignore the problem due to 
their (perceived) difficulties to change ways of life, implies that any attempt 
to modify this perception should consider political measures to compensate 
these (perceived) deficits. Otherwise, any attempt to give them information 
will never be enough, probably will be ignored and the attempt to establish 
communication may even be interpreted by them as manipulation.

As said above, one of the great challenges of climate change is how to 
make visible its relevance and the potential social metamorphoses that it 
entails for the majority of the population. The unequal social structures seem 
to be conditioning public perceptions and public debate, and this become a 
serious challenge for the communication of the climate change issues, which 
should overcome these inequalities and give room for increasing the public 
participation in the definition of the problem and its solutions.

In this context, our argument suggests that the fair distribution of risks 
and benefits, and how this conditions climate change perception, commu-
nication and deliberation, is a fundamental debate which social research on 
climate change cannot renounce.
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