
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

The human factor: climate change and climate communication

Kjærgaard, Peter C.

Published in:
Climate & Adaptation

Publication date:
2011

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Citation for published version (APA):
Kjærgaard, P. C. (2011). The human factor: climate change and climate communication. In Climate & Adaptation
(pp. 30-32). Coordination unit for Research in Climate Change Adaptation.

Download date: 22. maj. 2023

https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/peter-c-kjaergaard(d300a7fc-9db8-43ab-8dc5-d78ffcaf0e5b).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/the-human-factor-climate-change-and-climate-communication(c679f113-235a-4584-b9aa-b8b9a3793645).html


in the Western world once again ac-
cepted that climate changes are man-
made and that we must make an active 
eff ort to limit the human contribution 
to climate changes and generally limit 
the already inevitable consequences of 
these.

We have nevertheless learned much 
from this situation, specifi cally about 
the importance we should attach to or-
dinary people’s views and the need to 
address our communication from the 
research community in a completely 
diff erent way than we have done so far. 
We need to be able to address the fact 
that public opinion and thus the poli-
cies in the area of climate change are 
profoundly infl uenced by a wide range 
of factors other than scientifi c facts.

The reaction is often the opposite of 
the one desired. That is, scientifi c ex-
perts are regarded as opinion-makers 
who are just as infl uenced by personal 
opinions as everyone else involved in 
the debate: politicians, industry repre-
sentatives, ordinary people and anti-
climate lobbyists. One result of this was 
that particularly in England in the fi rst 
half of 2010, climate scientists were the 
target of a dirty campaign claiming that 
scientists were certainly not better than any-
one else, but often worse and no longer worth 
listening to. This part of the formation of public 
opinion has largely taken place according to 
journalistic principles.

This is one of the reasons why the few but very 
talented and vocal climate sceptics have had 
such luck engaging the media and thus ordi-
nary people. They speak to people’s feelings, 
to people’s basic values, which throughout 
the Western world are largely infl uenced by 
the view that we are allowed to use as much 
energy, water and resources as we like and 
can personally aff ord. And they also speak to 
the superfi cial but eff ective hunger for sensa-
tion characterizing both the press and public 
opinion.

There are few things the press loves to gorge it-
self on like lies, conspiracies and people caught 
red-handed. In the hands of anti-climate lob-
byists, all standard uncertainties, reservations, 
inconsequential errors in respect to the big-
ger picture, and private correspondence have 
eff ectively been turned into negative climate 
spin.

Trust and openness

We as researchers must become better at 
communicating scientifi c uncertainty to the 
public: speaking about uncertainty does not 
mean that we do not know what we are talk-
ing about. We must become better at actively 
communicating how scientifi c knowledge is 
formed and use this as a strength, not a weak-
ness. This process begins already in the fi rst 
years of school. The entire school system there-
fore shares responsibility for providing the 
population with an informed understanding of 
science at an early age and on a proper basis.
It may sound trite. But in recent years the pub-

lic climate debate has shown a need 
for a far more pro-active communica-
tion strategy in climate studies. It is 
no use thinking we can simply feed 
people with scientifi c facts. If people 
do not trust us as scientists, if we can-
not deal with the fact that values and 
everyday experiences are much more 
important to people’s attitudes to cli-
mate change issues and adaptation to 
climate change, the unnecessary and 
counterproductive climate debate will 
continue.

Responsibility and co-responsibility

As in all scientifi c questions, we need 
to know what we are talking about. 
This is why research into climate com-
munication is necessary. We know far 
too little about the barriers that exist 
in diff erent population groups and so-
cial segments, and therefore too little 
about how to overcome them.

We are facing one of the biggest and 
most important educational tasks in 
recent times. We need the entire popu-
lation with us; we need to reach every-
one from urban areas to rural districts. 
On all levels we must ensure that the 
right knowledge is communicated cor-
rectly so everyone, where they are and 

in the situations that can arise as a result of the 
current climate changes, will know how to act. 
Research into climate adaptation is of no use if 
our knowledge is not used correctly. Action re-
quires understanding. And this does not come 
on its own.

As a species we can see something none of the 
other living species on Earth can see. This gives 
us a responsibility. In the world of science, we 
must also take responsibility for dealing with 
this ability in the best possibility way to take 
full advantage of the potential of our know-
ledge.

The climate changes and the decisions we 
are facing are too important to leave to short-
sighted political considerations, economically 
motivated lobbyism and journalistic sensa-
tionalism. We must therefore take the complex 
challenge of climate communication more se-
riously. It starts with mutual respect and a clear 
view of the goal: to do what is best for our plan-
et and all of its life. This is only possible if we on 
all levels take the human factor seriously.

Translation: Stacey Cozart.

»  The decisions we 
have to make are 
far too important to 
leave to short sighted 
political concerns

 ▶ ▶

The Human Factor: climate change and climate communication

by Peter C. Kjærgaard, Aarhus University

Reprint and translation of the article: “Den menneskelige faktor” 
published in the magazine Klima&Tilpasning
Publisher: “Coordination unit for Research in Climate Change Adaptation” (KFT)

The magazine – in danish, can be downloaded from: 
http://www.au.dk/fi leadmin/www.kft.au.dk/Publikationer/KFT_konferencemagasin2010.pdf

KFT@dmu.dk  website: www.kft.au.dk

&Climate
Adaptation

&
KlimaTilpasning

KFT’s 
konference-magasin25. oktober 201052 sider med viden og meninger om klimatilpasning

32 Climate&Adaptation 

http://www.au.dk/fileadmin/www.kft.au.dk/Publikationer/KFT_konferencemagasin2010.pdf
www.kft.au.dk


The history of the Earth can be described as a 
series of climate changes. And when the cli-

mate has changed, life on Earth has changed. 
Many species, both animal and plant, have dis-
appeared and new ones have emerged in the 
grand evolutionary natural history that now 
represents more than 3.5 billion years of life on 
our shared planet.

We also share a common life history of adapta-
tion, survival and extinction. In this sense, we 
share our life situation with any organism that 
has ever lived on this fertile rock in our solar 
system, our shared home and presently the 
only sustainable possibility for life. All species 
are dependent on climate. When the climate 
changes, the conditions for life itself change. 
Some species pay a high price for this, while 
others will have new opportunities to evolve 
and exploit the potential of a changed climate. 
We have survivors and we have some going 
extinct.

Evolution in full swing

This is an old story. There is nothing new in 
it. A cynical perspective would point out that 
the same is the case today. The current climate 
changes will lead to a change in the overall bio-

mass composition. New species will emerge 
and thrive in the Earth’s new climate. And oth-
ers will disappear. Extensive scientifi c studies 
of the biodiversity of the planet demonstrate 
that this development is now in full swing. 
Some species have already disappeared and 
many are highly endangered. Others are doing 
really well and getting stronger. Homo sapiens 
may be one of the species that survives. Or it 
may be one of the species that perishes or just 
barely survives.

A successful species

This has happened before in our own evolu-
tionary history, when the survival of our spe-
cies or the colonization of new continents was 
dependent on a mere thousand or, perhaps, 
even down to a few hundred individuals. In 
this kind of evolutionary bottleneck situation, 
the selection pressure is stronger, and those 
who are best adapted stand a greater chance 
of survival. This is something we share with all 
other species. And we can easily imagine a fu-
ture with new local bottleneck situations that 
will increase the speed of evolution and create 
new, better adapted human species from the 
current Homo sapiens, which might become 
extinct.

This can be diffi  cult to imagine now that we 
have spread nearly 7 billion individuals across 
the entire planet and represent one of the 
most successful species with regard to adapta-
tion to diff erent environments, from arctic to 
temperate, tropical and desert climates.

The reason for this is that in an evolutionary per-
spective, we as a species have been better ca-
pable than any other of adapting by developing 
technologies to gain the greatest possible sus-
tenance from the fewest possible resources, to 
keep ourselves warm, to protect ourselves and 
to spread. From the slight chances of survival 
that probably fewer than one thousand individ-
uals had, these technologies have helped us not 
only to survive but to thrive; In any case, as seen 
from our own perspective.

One of the most important elements in this 
context is that we as a species have not only 
adapted ourselves to our surroundings but 
have been incredibly skilled at adapting our 
surroundings to ourselves. In a very local sense 
this is not unique. For instance, ants, birds and 
chimpanzees use other materials to shape 
their habitats. But none of these species is as 
expansive, as varied in its choice of materials 
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and as destructive as our own species. We also 
distinguish ourselves from all other species by 
our own ability to see this. We can understand 
what we do. We can see the consequences of 
our actions. And we can see that we can act dif-
ferently. We can see that we make a diff erence 
and that it is up to us whether this should be 
positive or negative.

What does the human factor mean?

Today, when we speak about climate, the hu-
man factor means everything. But what does 
this mean? It does not mean that humans 
can control the climate and that we are the 
only contributors to climate change. But in 
the Earth’s history we are the species that has 
made the greatest independent contribu-
tion to climate change. And from a scientifi c 
standpoint, there is no doubt today that our 
contribution is greatly contributing to an ac-
celerating negative eff ect that will change the 
climate and thus the living conditions for all 
living species.

The human factor plays into the science un-
derlying our knowledge about the climate and 
the changes we can detect. Additionally, and 
perhaps more importantly, it plays into the 

opinions we all form based on the knowledge 
communicated to us in all kinds of contexts 
about current research. And it plays into our 
everyday experiences, our values and our emo-
tional responses. All this infl uences political 
opinions and therefore has a decisive impact 
on the decisions that are being made and that 
will be made in the future to ensure that the 
diff erence we make is adjusted, so that we as a 
surviving species through our great and great-
great grandchildren can look back and think 
that we did the right thing.

The opinion-makers of the Opinion society

Studies show that our views on climate change 
are more tied up with our opinions, values and 
emotions than with scientifi c knowledge. For 
example, we are more likely to accept a sci-
entist’s statements if we sympathize with her 
for political, cultural, ethnic, or other reasons. 
Also, many climate sceptics are found among 
people who are fundamentally highly individ-
ualists rather than collectivists. And, fi nally, our 
immediate surroundings and experiences play 
an important role.

The cold winter in Europe and the US in 2009 
and 2010 made the idea of global warming 

seem unimaginable even though the winter 
farther north was much warmer than usual. 
The pictures of snowy Copenhagen during 
the global climate summit in December 2009 
shaped people’s opinions much more than the 
many scientifi c statements, which all pointed 
in the same direction: that the mean global 
temperature is rising.

As a consequence, public opinion has changed 
dramatically in a number of Western countries. 
While up to the summit in Copenhagen, the 
majority of people in the UK and Denmark ac-
cepted the current climate changes as a largely 
man-made phenomenon, the attitude sud-
denly shifted. The cold winter combined with a 
couple of unfortunate cases involving errone-
ous information about the melting of Himala-
yan glaciers and e-mail correspondence leaked 
from a leading British climate research institu-
tion, got the snowball rolling, supported by a 
sensation-seeking press.

Communication and spin

During 2010, the situation corrected itself 
somewhat, and the dramatically high numbers 
that climate skepticism had suddenly commit-
ted itself to dropped again. Most people ▶

As a species we are highly 

successful in adapting 

to our surroundings 

– and to adapt our sur-

roundings to us. 

Compared to other 

 species we understand 

our own actions.
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