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Workshop	Executive	Summary	
Climate	Change	and	Health	Communications	

	
Background	
	
Climate	change	represents	the	greatest	health	threat	of	this	century.i		It	is	critical	that	the	
US	public	has	an	understanding	of	climate	change	and	the	opportunities	for	effective	
responses.ii		The	percentage	of	Americans	voicing	concern	about	climate	change	and	
support	for	climate	solutions	such	clean	energy	and	sustainable	communities	is	growing.	
iii,iv		But	very	few	people	are	aware	of	the	impacts	of	climate	change	on	health,	the	issue	
remains	politically	polarized,	and	greater	public	engagement	is	necessary	to	hasten	policy	
action.	v	
	
There	have	been	numerous	calls	for	greater	health	professional	engagement	on	the	issue	of	
climate	change.vi,vii,viii,ix		A	Presidential	Task	Force	of	State,	Local	and	Tribal	Leaders	and	the	
U.S.	General	Accounting	Office	(GAO)	have	explicitly	recommended	an	expansion	of	health	
communications	on	climate	change.	x,xi	
	
Effective	health	communications	is	considered	a	core	component	of	the	public	health	
toolbox,	and	communications	is	embedded	in	two	of	the	Ten	Essential	Services	of	Public	
Health.	Research	has	shown	that	health	professionals	are	trusted	messengers	and	best	
suited	to	relay	health	messages	health.	xii,xiii,	xiv		Some	research	suggests	that	framing	
climate	change	as	a	health	issue	engenders	a	more	hopeful	response	and	provides	
motivation	for	action.	xv	xvi		Yet	few	health	professionals	currently	feel	comfortable	talking	
about	climate	change.xvii		
	
In	April	2015,	a	Climate	and	Health	Leadership	Summit	-	convened	by	the	US	Climate	and	
Health	Alliance,	Health	Care	Without	Harm,	and	ecoAmerica	-	brought	together	seventy	
leaders	from	public	health,	medical,	and	nursing	organizations	to	discuss	key	strategies	and	
priority	needs	for	increasing	heath	sector	involvement	in	climate	change.xviii		A	key	
conclusion	was	that	little	work	to	date	has	fully	integrated	core	health	values	and	lessons	
from	prior	health	communications	campaigns.		New	and	deeper	work	is	needed	to	create	
and	disseminate	effective,	motivating	messages	around	climate	and	health	to	encourage,	
empower	and	equip	health	leaders	to	speak	out	on	this	issue	and	to	engage	others	to	
support	or	participate	in	solutions.			Participants	called	for	a	compelling	message	platform	
to	reach	the	pubic	and	influence	policy	makers,	including	a	simple,	clear,	strong	and	
empowering	“meta-message”	that	could	help	make	the	still	small	health	voice	more	
impactful	and	powerful.		
	
In	an	effort	to	address	the	need	for	further	work	on	health	and	climate	communications,	
the	Center	for	Climate	Change	and	Health	(CCCH)	held	a	workshop	on	October	6,	2015,	in	
Oakland,	California.	We	brought	together	20	leading	health	and	climate	change	
communications	experts	for	an	initial	dialogue	that	provided	insight	into	further	steps	
required	to	develop	health-specific	communications	strategy	and	messages	to	more	
effectively	leverage	the	health	voice	for	action	on	climate	change.		In	this	report,	we	
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summarize	our	key	takeaways,	a	summary	of	workshop	presentations,	an	outline	of	key	
discussion	themes,	and	CCCH	recommendations	for	further	research	and	action	on	climate	
change	and	health	communications.	The	appendices	include	the	Workshop	Agenda,	List	of	
Participants,	a	brief	listing	of	Climate	and	Health	Communications	Reports,	and	two	
Background	Papers.		
																																																								
i	Costello	A,	Abbas	M,	et	al.	Managing	the	health	effects	of	climate	change:	Lancet	and	
University	College	London	Institute	for	Global	Health	Commission.	Lancet	2009:	373:	1693-
1733.	
ii	National	Research	Council,	Washington,	DC.	National	Academy	Press,	Climate	Change	
Education:	Goals,	Audience	and	Strategies,	A	workshop	summary,	2011.	
iii	Gallup	Poll,	http://www.gallup.com/poll/190010/concern-global-warming-eight-year-
high.aspx	March,	2016.	
iv	Yale	Project	on	Climate	Change	Communication	and	George	Mason	Center	for	Climate	
Change	Communication.		Climate	Change	in	the	American	Mind,	March	2015.			
v	Center	for	Climate	Change	Communications,	George	Mason	University,	Public	Perceptions	
of	the	Health	Impacts	of	Global	Warming,	Oct,	2014.		
vi	American	Public	Health	Association,	Washington,	DC.	Public	Health	Opportunities	to	
Address	the	Health	Effects	of	Climate	Change.	Association	Policy	#	20157,	Nov.	2015.	
[Policy	Statement].	
vii	Watts,	N	Agnolucci,	P,	Blackstock,	J,	et	al.		Health	and	climate	change:	policy	responses	to	
protect	public	health.	Lancet,	Special	Report	on	Health	and	Climate	Change,	7-59	(2015).	
viii	US	Global	Change	Research	Program,	National	Climate	Assessment,	2014.	
ix	Maibach,	E,	Kreslake,	J,	Roser-Renouf,		C,	et	al.	Do	Americans	understand	that	global	
warming	is	harmful	to	human	health?	Evidence	from	a	national	survey,	Annals	of	Global	
Hlth,	81	(3)	396-409	(2015).	
x	White	House	Council	on	Environmental	Quality,	State,	Local,	Tribal	Leaders	Task	Force	on	
Climate	Preparedness	and	Resilience:	Recommendations	to	the	President,	Nov.	2014,	p.	45	
xi	General	Accounting	Office,	Washington,	DC.	Climate	Change:	HHS	Could	Take	Further	
Steps	to	Enhance	Understanding	of	Public	Health	Risks,	GAO,	2015.	
xii	Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention,	National	Public	Health	Performance	
Standards-Ten	Essential	Public	Health	Services,	2002.			
xiii	Maibach,	E.,	Nisbet,	M.,	Weathers,	M.			Conveying	the	Human	Impacts	of	Climate	Change.	
Center	for	Climate	Change	Communications,	George	Mason	University,	(2010).	
xiv	ecoAmerica,	Let’s	Talk	Climate:	Messages	to	Motivate	Americans.	(2016).		
xv	Center	for	Research	on	Environmental	Decisions/ecoAmerica.	Connecting	on	Climate:	A	
Guide	to	Effective	Climate	Change	Communication,	2014.	
Myers	T,	Nisbet,	M,	Maibach	E,	Leiserowitz,	A.	A	public	health	frame	arouses	hopeful	
emotions	about	climate	change.		Climate	Change	113(3):1105-1112	
xvii	Gould,	S.	Rudolph.	L,	Challenges	and	Opportunities	for	Advancing	Work	on	Climate	
Change	and	Health.	Int’l	J	Env	Res	PH.	12(12)15649-15672	(2015).	
xviii	National	Leadership	Convening	Summary,	US	Climate	and	Health	Alliance,	Health	Care	
Without	Harm	and	ecoAmerica,	2015		http://ecoamerica.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/06/eA_CFH_Convening_Report_2015.pdf	
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Key	Workshop	Takeaways	

• Health	is	a	shared	value	across	a	wide	spectrum	of	the	U.S.	population.	Using	a	health	
frame	to	communicate	to	the	public	and	policy	makers	about	climate	change	is	an	
emerging	and	promising	approach	to	building	greater	support	for	climate	action.		
	

• The	Public	Health	field	has	a	track	record	of	effective	communications	efforts	geared	
toward	policy	and	systems	change,	most	evident	in	tobacco	prevention,	but	also	in	auto	
safety,	drunk	driving,	HIV/AIDs,	and	more	recently	sugary	beverages.	It	is	important	to	
draw	on	lessons	learned	from	these	prior	public	health	efforts	in	developing	climate	
and	health	communications.		
	

• Effective	communications	strategies	are	always	based	on	a	clear	articulation	of	goals:	
what	are	the	communicators	trying	to	achieve?	Those	engaged	in	communicating	on	
climate	change	and	health	need	to	more	clearly	articulate	a	set	of	climate	and	health	
goals,	around	which	communications	strategies	and	messages	can	be	developed.			
	

• Health	professionals	have	credibility	when	imparting	health	messages	on	climate	
change.	But	there	is	little	research	about	the	most	effective	ways	for	them	to	talk	about	
health	and	climate	change	across	a	range	of	climate	and	health	impacts.	Currently,	
advice	to	health	professionals	includes	both	overlapping	and	conflicting	
recommendations;	further	research	might	be	able	to	reconcile	the	conflicts.	For	a	brief	
summary	of	some	recent	research	and	recommendations,	see	Appendix	C.		
	

• Health	professionals	seek	more	education	in	order	to	feel	competent	speaking	on	this	
issue.	Some	research	suggests	that	health	professionals	feel	most	comfortable	speaking	
about	things	that	relate	to	their	own	(often	narrow)	area	of	expertise.		
	

• Prior	public	health	communications	campaigns	required	substantial	resources,	for	
research	on	framing,	message	testing,	training,	media,	and	evaluation.	Similar	resources	
have	not	been	available	to	support	health	communications	on	climate	change.	
Additional	resources	and	staff	are	needed	to	support	new	and	expanded	climate	change	
and	health	communications	efforts	by	health	professionals	and	public	health	agencies.			
	

• As	with	any	communications	strategy,	it	is	critical	to	take	into	account	the	community	
context,	including	historically	and	culturally	based	views	and	values	that	impact	beliefs	
of	specific	groups.		Research	suggests	that	people	of	color	in	the	U.S.	are	generally	more	
concerned	about	climate	change	and	more	supportive	of	government	action	to	address	
climate	change	than	whites.	Some	studies	show	that	African	Americans	have	more	
distrust	of	the	oil	industry.	
	

• The	integration	of	equity	into	health	communications	on	climate	change	is	critical.	
Climate	change	disproportionately	impacts	the	health	of	low	income	communities	and	
people	of	color,	and	those	with	pre-existing	health	conditions.	Many	of	the	same	
dynamics	of	race	and	power	that	contribute	to	overall	health	inequities	also	contribute	
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to	the	“climate	gap”.		To	simultaneously	address	justice	and	climate	change	as	inter-
related	phenomenon	with	integrated	solutions	requires	authentic	inclusion	of	those	
most	impacted.		
	

• Climate	change	poses	some	particularly	difficult	communications	challenges:		
o Salience:	There	is	a	common	perception	that	climate	change	is	“not	here,	not	now,	

not	me”	-	it	lacks	salience	relative	to	more	immediate	daily	concerns.		
o Urgency:	By	the	time	the	effects	of	climate	change	are	more	clearly	and	broadly	

apparent	to	the	public,	it	will	be	too	late	to	prevent	profound	climate	impacts,	due	to	
the	long	persistence	of	greenhouse	gases	in	the	atmosphere,	and	the	delays	inherent	
in	being	able	to	“see”	the	changing	climate	regimen.	Transformative	systems	change	
in	our	energy,	transportation,	building,	and	agriculture	systems	is	required	on	an	
urgent	timeline.	Communicating	that	urgency	is	a	major	challenge.	

o Overwhelming:	The	magnitude	of	the	problem	(and	the	changes	required	to	address	
it	adequately)	can	seem	overwhelming,	so	it	is	challenging	for	many	to	see	how	their	
own	actions	and	engagement	actually	do	make	a	big	difference.	

o Complicity	and	aversion	to	change:	We	in	the	US	and	other	developed	nations	enjoy	
many	advantages	(perceived	and	real)	that	currently	rely	on	abundant	energy	from	
fossil	fuels.	Many	are	concerned	about	potential	loss	of	these	advantages.	

o Polarization:	Deep	political	polarization	on	climate	change	engenders	and	enforces	
fear	of	talking	about	it.	But	failure	to	name	climate	change	might	make	it	harder	to	
explain	the	very	broad	health	impacts	of	climate	change,	or	to	explain	the	urgent	
need	for	robust	action.	
	

• Tobacco	communications	campaigns	highlighted	the	tobacco	industry’s	deception	and	
use	of	money	and	power	to	perpetuate	harmful	practices,	effectively	drawing	on	
people’s	innate	dislike	of	feeling	deceived.	A	similar	strategy	could	be	effective	in	
climate	and	health	communications,	given	new	evidence	that	the	fossil	fuel	industry	has	
also	used	money,	influence,	and	deception		for	decades	to	sow	doubt	about	climate	
science	and	impede	healthy	climate	solutions.1,	2	
	

																																																								
1	http://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/14/science/pressure-on-exxon-over-climate-
change-intensifies-with-new-documents.html?_r=0	
2	http://insideclimatenews.org/content/Exxon-The-Road-Not-Taken	
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Recommendations				

• Clarify	a	set	of	policy	and	systems	change	goals	that	link	climate	change,	health,	and	
equity.	For	example:			
	
Our	goal	is	to	protect	the	health	of	our	families	and	communities,	especially	those	
most	at	risk,	from	the	effects	of	climate	change,	through	policies	and	programs	that:	
o Reduce	climate	pollution	through:		

§ Reducing	reliance	on	dirty	energy	and	a	rapid	shifting	to	clean	energy	such	as	
wind	and	solar;	

§ Increasing	active	transportation	(walking,	biking,	and	public	transit);		
§ Strengthening	sustainable	local	food	systems,	and	reducing	meat	

consumption	and	food	waste;		
o Promote	climate	resilience	and	preparedness	through:	

§ Greening	urban	areas	with	trees,	parks,	and	green	infrastructure;	
§ Building	the	capacity	of	health	systems,	including	mental	health,	to	respond	to	

the	health	impacts	of	climate	change;	
§ Incorporating	climate	change	risks	and	resilience	into	existing	hazard	

mitigation	and	preparedness	programs.	
	

These	efforts	must	ensure	that	low-income	communities	and	communities	of	color	have	
access	to	policies,	programs	and	funds	that	promote	a	just	transition	away	from	fossil	
fuels	and	support	clean	energy,	energy	efficiency	and	sustainability	and	resilience	for	all	
communities.		
	
• Research	and	develop	specific	communications	strategies	for	the	health	sector	to	

use	in	promoting	these	goals,	including:	
o Research	on	the	most	effective	framing	of	the	links	between	climate	change,	

health,	and	equity	and	policy	and	systems	change		goals,	for		different	
audiences;1	

o Development	of	a	“meta-message”	that	provides	a	coherent	and	consistent	
message	for	health	professionals	with	different	areas	of	focus	and	expertise	
across	the	health	sector,	and	that	integrates	key	health	values	such	as	equity	
and	empowerment	

o Development	of	tailored	messages,	language,	and	materials	for	health	
professionals	with	different	specialties	and	areas	of	expertise	to:		

§ develop	ways	to	impart	that	climate	change	is	an	urgent	health	and	
equity	issue,	and	to	engage	both	the	health	sector	and	the	public	on	
climate	solutions	

§ appropriately	balance	negative	and	positive	health	impacts	of	
various	solutions	

																																																								
1	For	example,	Berkeley	Media	Studies	Group	has	developed	a	methodology	for	deep	
analysis	of	how	communications	strategies	can	address	specific	policy	and	environmental	
change	www.bmsg.org		
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o Development	of	specific	messages	and	language	to	integrate	climate	change	
into	existing	health	communications	and	education,	wherever	appropriate	
and	feasible.	
	

• Increase	capacity	within	the	health	sector	to	deploy	communications	strategies	in	
communication	with	the	public,	colleagues,	and	policy	makers	about	policy	and	
systems	changes	to	address	climate	change,	health,	and	equity.	

o Provide	educational	opportunities	for	health	professionals	to	increase	their	
own	level	of	knowledge	about	impacts	of	climate	change	on	health.	

o Support	interested	health	professionals	to	enable	their	engagement	through:	
§ Communications	training	(virtual	and	in-person)	
§ Materials	(e.g.	sample	op-eds	and	letters	to	the	editor)		
§ Peer-to-peer	support	mechanisms	
§ Clearinghouse	of	emerging	climate	and	health	communications	

materials	and	campaign	efforts,	and	of	evaluations	of	their	
effectiveness	

o Systematically	engage	and	recruit	respected	health	leaders	and	institutions	
to	amplify	the	health	and	climate	message	

• Develop	strategies	to	augment	resources	for	more	expansive	climate	and	health	
communications	and	media	advocacy	campaigns.	

• Make	sure	that	framing	and	messages	for	communities	of	color	reflect	their	different	
views	and	lived	experiences.	This	will	require	a	commitment	to	reach	out	to	and	
include	low-income	communities	and	communities	of	color	in	these	efforts.	

• Public	health	communications	and	climate	communications	experts	should	continue	
to	share	lessons	learned	and	identify	ways	in	which	climate	and	health	
communications	efforts	can	build	on	and	be	integrated	into	existing	and	new	health	
education	and	communications	efforts.		

• Those	developing	climate	and	health	messaging	should	give	more	consideration	to	
addressing	the	fossil	fuel	industries’	role	in	creating	the	problem	and	in	blocking	or	
delaying	solutions.	

	
Substantial	new	resources	are	needed	to	help	local	public	health	departments	address	
climate	change	risks	overall	across	their	program	areas,	and	specific	resources	will	be	
needed	for	the	climate	and	health	communications	efforts	discussed	here.		
NOTE:	Messaging	will	need	to	be	updated	as	new	knowledge	is	gained	climate	impacts	
occur	and	efforts	are	evaluated.	
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Notes	and	Summary		
Workshop	on	Climate	Change	and	Health	Communication	

	
Introduction			
	
Public	health	has	a	long	history	of	using	health	communications,	social	marketing,	and	
media	advocacy	to	address	urgent	health	challenges	through	promotion	of			individual,	
policy,	systems,	and	environmental	change.	Current	public	health	communications	experts	
now	draw	on	a	body	of	knowledge	developed	through	extensive	and	iterative	research,	
testing,	and	evaluation	of	hard-hitting	campaigns	on	auto	safety,	tobacco,	HIV/AIDs,	gun	
violence,	child	abuse,	and,	more	recently,	sugary	beverages	and	the	social	determinants	of	
health.			
	
Climate	change	has	now	emerged	as	the	greatest	health	challenge	of	the	21st	century.	It	
threatens	to	significantly	exacerbate	health	inequities	and	many	existing	major	health	
problems.	Because	climate	change	threatens	our	air,	water,	food,	shelter,	and	security,	it	
looms	as	an	existential	threat	for	future	generations.		Yet	few	health	professionals	have	
engaged	substantially	on	this	issue,	the	health	voice	and	health	message	remain	under	
utilized,	and	there	have	been	no	media	advocacy	campaigns	about	climate	change	and	
health.		
	
Health	professionals	have	reported	many	barriers	to	engagement	on	climate	change	
including:	

• lack	of	dedicated	staff	and	resources		
• discomfort	in	talking	about	a	complex	issue	without	deeper	understanding	of	the	

issue	and	how	it	relates	to	specific	areas	of	expertise	
• unease	in	talking	about	climate	change	when	patients	and	communities	face	“more	

urgent”	problems	such	as	hunger	and	gun	violence	
• politicization	of	the	issue	
• fear	of	overwhelming	people	with	“doom	and	gloom”		
• uncertainty	about	the	role	of	health	professionals	on	this	issue,	including	whether	

health	professionals	can	offer	feasible	and	actionable	climate	solutions	from	within	
their	areas	of	expertise	and	credibility.	

	
Health	professionals	already	working	on	climate	change	and	health	have	identified	a	high	
priority	need	for	effective,	motivating	messages	around	climate	and	health	to	encourage,	
empower	and	equip	health	leaders	to	speak	out	and	engage	others	in	support	of	climate	
solutions.		They	also	want	a	coherent	“meta-message”	that	could	be	tailored	for	the	
particular	expertise	and	specialty	of	practitioners	who	work	on	different	health	issues.	
These	messages	should	flow	from	a	broader	strategy	for	how	communications	can	build	
support	for	climate	solutions.	
	
Research	and	expertise	in	climate	change	communications	is	developing	rapidly,	but	
research	on	public	health	and	medical	communications	on	climate	change	is	still	limited.	
Researchers	have	found	that	health	professionals	and	organizations	are	trusted	sources	of	
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information,	especially	about	health,	and	that	framing	climate	change	as	a	health	issue	
provides	salience	and	fosters	a	favorable	response.		But	to	date	we	lack	the	deeper	
understanding	and	experience	that	informed	prior	health	advocacy	campaigns,	and	there	
has	been	little	effort	to	systematically	build	on	past	health	communications	campaigns	to	
inform	our	work	on	climate	change	and	health	
	
In	October,	2015,	the	Center	for	Climate	Change	and	Health	brought	together	twenty	
experts	with	significant	experience	in	health	communications	and	in	climate	change	
communications,	to	begin	to	help	us	address	some	of	the	following	questions:	
	

• What	can	we	learn	from	prior	public	health	communications/social	
marketing/media	advocacy	campaigns?		

• What	can	we	learn	from	climate	change	communications?	
• What	can	we	learn	from	health	equity	communications?		
• Can	we	adapt	lessons	from	these	other	health	communications	efforts	to	help	the	

health/	public	health	sector	develop	communications	strategies	that	address	
climate	change	as	a	critical	health	issue?	What	would	be	next	steps	to	do	so?	
	

Lessons	from	Public	Health	Communications		(Led	by	Lori	Dorfman)	
	
Public	health	practice	is	historically	rooted	in	efforts	to	improve	and	create	the	conditions	
that	foster	health.	A	substantial	body	of	research	suggests	that	both	health	behaviors	and	
population	health	outcomes	are	driven	predominantly	by	the	social,	economic,	physical,	
and	services	environments	in	which	people	live,	work,	learn,	and	play	-	what	are	commonly	
called	the	“social	determinants	of	health.”	While	public	health	agencies	focused	for	several	
decades	on	individual	behavior	change,	they	increasingly	now	endeavor	to	emphasize	
strategies	that	address	the	social	determinants	of	health	through	policy,	systems,	and	
environmental	change,	the	key	mechanisms	to	improve	the	health	of	a	population.	
	
Core	values	of	public	health	include:	

• Health	is	a	fundamental	human	right.	
• Public	health	has	the	responsibility	to	improve	and	protect	the	health	of	all	

populations,	but	especially	the	health	of	the	most	vulnerable.	
• Health	is	a	collective	responsibility.	

	
In	the	U.S.,	however,	there	is	a	constant	tension	between	rugged	individualism	(YOYO	-	
You’re	On	Your	Own)	and	the	concept	of	the	public	good	(WITT	-	We’re	In	This	Together)1.	
Any	public	health	communications	strategy	must	address	this	WITT-YOYO	tension.	
What	does	this	mean	for	constructing	a	values-based	communications	strategy?	Framing	
refers	to	how	an	idea	or	issue	is	defined	and	understood,	either	consciously	or	sub-
consciously.		In	a	YOYO	frame,	individuals	are	largely	responsible	for	their	own	health	and	
their	own	behavior.	If	policy	and	systems	change	is	required	to	improve	population	health,	

																																																								
1	Jared	Bernstein	coined	these	terms	in	his	book	“Altogether	Now:	Common	Sense	for	a	
New	Economy”,	2006,	Berrett-Koehler	Publishers,	San	Francisco.		
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public	health	communications	must	build	a	WITT	landscape	to	make	visible	the	reason	why	
that	changes	make	sense.	In	other	words,	public	health	communications	strategy	starts	
with	re-framing	to	shift	public	understanding	from	a	YOYO	frame	that	places	responsibility	
for	health	or	illness	on	individual	behavior	toward	a	WITT	frame	that	recognizes	a	need	for	
policy	and	systems	change.		
	

• Public	health’s	successes	in	reducing	smoking	or	increasing	seat	belt	or	condom	use	
are	often	mistakenly	seen	as	successes	in	individual	behavior	change.	But	in	reality,	
each	of	those	successes	rested	squarely	on	identifying	the	environmental	context	
that	promoted	disease	or	injury,	and	systematically	seeking	policy	and	systems	
changes	to	create	healthier	environments.	In	the	case	of	tobacco,	this	involved	
reducing	exposure	to	cigarette	advertising,	and	increasing	barriers	to	cigarette	
access	and	clean	indoor	air.	For	seat	belts	it	included	making	seat	belts	universal	in	
new	cars,	and	legally	requiring	seat	belt	use,	while	for	HIV/AIDS	the	focus	was	on	
increasing	access	to	condoms,	bringing	gays	and	lesbians	out	of	the	shadows,	and	
re-defining	HIV/AIDS	as	a	health,	not	morality,	issue.	

	
• A	WITT	perspective	views	health	is	a	collective	responsibility,	with	collective	action	

(embodied	in	policy	change)	required	to	promote	health.	Collective	action,	of	course,	
requires	civic	engagement.	So,	successful	public	health	communications	efforts	must	
not	only	provide	a	WITT	frame,	but	must	also	encourage	and	empower	people	to	
participate	as	social	actors	in	defining	problems	and	creating,	advocating	for	and	
implementing	solutions.		

	
• Media	advocacy	has	been	an	especially	powerful	tool	in	successful	public	health	

campaigns.	Its	key	role	has	been	to	re-frame	issues	so	that	it	is	easier	for	people	to	
understand	why	individual	action	is	insufficient	to	address	a	problem,	and	why	
policy	and	systems	changes	are	required.	Effective	media	advocacy	builds	capacity	
for	people	to	make	the	case	for	specific	policy	and	systems	changes.	
	

A	key	lesson	from	successful	public	health	media	advocacy	campaigns	is	that	effective	
communications	strategy	rests	on	a	larger	strategy	for	achieving	improved	health.	In	other	
words,	a	good	message	and	good	communications	are	important,	but	insufficient	to	achieve	
change	absent	a	clear	idea	of	what	the	change	goals	are.		Strategy	dictates	communications.		
	
Strategy	requires	an	analysis	of	the	problem,	how	others	see	it,	its	root	causes,	and	what	
you	are	currently	trying	to	achieve	to	start	addressing	the	root	causes.	With	an	
understanding	of	the	larger	strategy,	a	communications	strategy	can	be	developed	to	draw	
the	landscape	connecting	the	problem	and	the	solutions	and	determine	your	key	
audience(s).		Only	then	can	a	message	strategy	emerge,	including	what	you	say,	to	whom	
you	say	it,	and	who	says	it.	The	overall	message	should	always	include	clear	statements	of	
the	problem	and	the	solution,	and	why	it	matters	based	on	shared	core	values.	
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Discussion	by	workshop	participants	of	Lessons	from	Public	Health	Communications	
	
• Identifying	and	articulating	shared	values	is	very	important,	because	values	underlie	

various	strategy	and	policy	choices.	(e.g.	Because	we	value	protecting	human	health	we	
must	take	action	to	reduce	fossil	fuel	use	or	reduce	eating	meat)	

• Strategy	is	critical.	Communications	strategies	are	based	on	a	compass;	you	have	to	
know	where	you	are	trying	to	go.	But,	there	are	also	important	feedback	loops	between	
strategy	and	communications.	Particularly	in	a	campaign	setting,	communications	can	
help	inform	strategy.	

• Communication	is	about	empowerment,	and	building	power	for	values	and	ideas	that	
are	linked	to	the	change	we	seek.	

• The	setting	and	context	are	also	important	(in	addition	to	message,	messenger,	and	
audience)	

	
Key	Lessons	from	California’s	Tobacco	Control	Program		(Led	by	Valerie	Quinn)	
	
Media	advocacy	and	communications	campaigns	have	played	a	central	role	in	California’s	
Tobacco	Control	Program,	which,	over	its	first	quarter	of	a	century,	prevented	a	million	
deaths	and	averted	$134	billion	in	health	care	costs.		Individual	smoking	behavior	-	while	
clearly	important	-	has	never	been	the	central	focus	of	California’s	Tobacco	Control	
strategy.	Rather,	its	objectives	have	been	to	(a)	delegitimize	the	tobacco	industry	and	(b)	
“denormalize”	smoking	on	a	societal	level.	These	themes	both	emerged	from	and	
strengthened	community-based	and	local	health	department	efforts	to	reduce	exposure	to	
tobacco	advertising	and	restrict	availability	of	and	access	to	tobacco	products.		
	
Strategies	to	delegitimize	the	tobacco	industry	focused	on	(1)	exposing	tobacco	industry	
manipulation	of	and	lying	about	scientific	evidence	about	tobacco’s	harms,	and	(2)	directly	
challenging	its	promotion	of	a	deadly	substance	in	pursuit	of	profits.	Emergence	of	
evidence	about	the	harms	of	second-hand	smoke	greatly	strengthened	efforts	to	de-
normalize	smoking,	fostering	views	that	“it’s	not	fair/right”	to	expose	non-smokers	to	
deadly	tobacco	smoke.		
	
As	demonstrated	in	several	clips	from	California’s	anti-tobacco	television	ads,	the	
communications	campaigns	are	greatly	strengthened	through	use	of	very	emotionally	
engaging	messages.		The	ads	have	always	been	developed	with	specific	audience	segments	
in	mind	(e.g.,	different	ethnic	groups,	parents,	young	adults).		
	
Several	key	lessons	emerge	from	California’s	tobacco	campaign:	
	
• Portrayal	of	the	tobacco	industry	as	a	“vector	of	disease”	and	a	“villain”	resonated	

strongly	across	virtually	all	audiences,	and	played	a	critical	role	in	building	public	
support	for	anti-tobacco	policies	at	all	levels.				

• Demonstrating	that	tobacco	use	affects	everyone	-	not	just	smokers	-	was	also	key	in	
changing	social	views	about	the	normalcy	of	smoking.	
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• Attention	to	subgroups	and	inequities	is	crucial.	The	tobacco	industry	has	continuously	
targeted	racial/ethnic	groups,	and	significant	disparities	in	tobacco	use	remain	despite	
overall	significant	progress.		

	
Funding	is	important.	The	California	tobacco	media	advocacy	program	has	had	a	high	level	
of	funding	(millions	of	dollars	annually)	to	which	few	other	public	health	campaigns	can	
aspire.		The	CDPH’s	Tobacco	Control	Program	is	funded	by	Proposition	99,	otherwise	
known	as	the	Tobacco	Tax	and	Health	Protection	Act	of	1988.	This	voter	approved	
initiative	instituted	a	25-cent	tax	of	each	pack	of	traditional	cigarettes	and	designated	5-
cents	of	that	amount	to	fund	activities	to	prevent	and	reduce	tobacco	use	in	California.	
These	efforts	include	supporting	local	health	departments	and	community	organizations,	
media	campaigns	and	evaluation	and	surveillance.	California’s	comprehensive	approach	
has	changed	social	norms	around	tobacco-use	and	secondhand	smoke.	As	a	result	of	
California’s	investment	in	a	comprehensive	effort	to	dissuade	tobacco	use,	both	adult	and	
youth	smoking	rates	dropped	by	50	percent,	more	than	one	million	lives	were	saved	and	
California	has	saved	$134	billion	in	health	care.	
	
Lessons	from	Obesity	Prevention	(Led	by	Larry	Bye)	
	
Public	health	communications	efforts	on	obesity	prevention	are	less	evolved	than	those	in	
tobacco,	and	perhaps	more	difficult.	Similarities	between	the	two	include:		
	
• the	need	for	reframing	from	an	emphasis	on	individual	choice	to	a	focus	on	food	and	

physical	activity	environments;	
• resistance	from	an	extremely	powerful	and	well-funded	food	and	beverage	industry;	
• high	visibility	of	a	worsening	problem	with	impacts	on	many	children	and	families;	
• some	resources	have	recently	become	available	that	allow	greater	support	of	policy	and	

systems	change	in	media	and	messaging	to	address	obesity.		
	
There	are	also	significant	differences	between	tobacco	and	obesity.	All	people	must	eat.	
And	there	is	no	easy	“second-hand	smoke”	analogy	that	elicits	a	strong	protective	desire.	
Many	public	health	groups	are	now	coalescing	around	a	strategy	to	focus	on	policies	to	
address	the	harms	associated	with	sugary	beverages,	highlighting	the	importance	of	
starting	with	a	specific	and	manageable	change	agenda	that	can	catalyze	on-the-ground	
activity.		
	
The	obesity	issue	underlines	the	importance	of	paying	attention	to	inequities,	as	low	
income	and	communities	of	color	face	substantially	greater	challenges	with	access	to	
affordable	healthy	food	and	to	safe	opportunities	for	physical	activity.	Obesity	is	similar	to	
climate	change	in	that	solutions	involve	changes	in	systems	and	policies	as	diverse	as	land	
use	and	transportation,	agriculture,	housing	and	jobs	balance,	and	public	subsidies	(e.g.	
corn,	fossil	fuels).		
	
Discussion	by	workshop	participants	of	Lessons	from	Tobacco	and	Obesity	
Communications	
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• Delegitimizing	the	fossil	fuel	industry	is	an	important	strategy	to	reduce	the	political	

power	of	their	money	and	influence,	which	has	been	a	major	barrier	to	strengthening	
support	for	policies	to	transition	away	from	the	use	of	fossil	fuels.	Several	issues	
complicate	that	strategy.	Even	relative	to	the	tobacco	industry,	the	fossil	fuel	industry	
wields	enormous	and	unique	political	and	financial	power,	deploys	a	wide	network	of	
well-funded	“community”	groups	and	communications	campaigns	and	a	legion	of	
lobbyists,	and	has	almost	no	limits	on	its	campaign	contributions.		There	was	some	
tension	in	the	workshop	about	how	much	to	villainize	the	oil/fossil	fuel	industry	
because	their	knowledge	of	energy	systems	may	be	needed	in	efforts	to	scale	up	clean	
energy	production.	
	

• The	fossil	fuel	industry	has	learned	from	Big	Tobacco’s	communications	strategies,	
particularly	the	value	of	sowing	doubt	about	science	and	setting	up	straw-man	debates,	
such	as	clean	energy	versus	jobs.	These	messages	must	be	addressed,	e.g.	by	publicizing	
oil	industry	deception	about	the	science	of	climate	change,	or	promoting	a	“just	
transition”	for	those	employed	in	the	fossil	fuel	industry	and	highlighting	job	growth	in	
clean	energy.	
	

• Public	distrust	of	oil	companies	is	very	high.	African	Americans	particularly	distrust	
corporations,	and	anti-industry	messages	may	resonate	even	more	strongly	in	that	
community.	People	generally	have	a	very	negative	reaction	to	learning	that	they	have	
been	lied	to,	or	manipulated.	People	also	are	generally	averse	to	“breaking	the	rules”,	
and	to	imposing	involuntary	harms	(like	second-hand	smoke)	on	others.	The	fossil	fuel	
industry	can	be	shown	to	do	both.	
	

• The	tension	between	YOYO	vs	WITT	is	critical.	Some	refer	to	this	as	“market	justice”	
versus	“social	justice”.	Because	climate	change	can	be	said	to	be	the	biggest	market	
failure	of	all	time,	it	may	be	possible	to	infuse	WITT	values	through	addressing	the	need	
for	government	action	on	climate	change	to	remedy	a	market	failure	in	order	to	protect	
the	basic	right	for	future	generations	to	live	safely.2	
	

• A	key	concern	is	that	even	robust	tobacco	and	obesity	campaigns	have	not	successfully	
eliminated	racial,	ethnic,	income,	and	educational	inequities;	the	prevalence	of	smoking	
and	obesity	has	been	reduced	more	in	higher	income	groups	than	in	lower	income	and	
several	communities	of	color.	This	highlights	the	need	to	integrate	equity	
considerations	explicitly	into	the	goals	and	implementation	of	policy	and	systems	
change	strategies,	and	their	related	communications	strategies.		

	

																																																								
2	Daniel	Beauchamp	has	written	extensively	on	public	health,	market	justice,	and	social	
justice,	outlined	by	Berkeley	Media	Studies	Group	at:	
http://www.bmsg.org/resources/publications/more-than-a-message-framing-public-
health-advocacy-to-change-corporate-practices	.	
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• While	most	Americans	believe	that	“we	all	have	a	right	to	a	clean	environment”,	they	
also	believe	there	is	generally	a	trade-off	between	economic	development	(jobs)	and	
some	sort	of	environmental	damage.	
	

• People	currently	need	oil	and	gas,	e.g.	for	transportation,	cooking,	heating.		It	is	not	as	
clear	to	the	public	that	we	actually	have	the	technological	capacity	to	implement	
currently	available,	feasible,	cost-effective	clean	energy	alternatives,	and	that	the	fossil	
fuel	industry	is	impeding	policies	to	support	more	rapid	adoption	and	deployment	of	
clean	energy.		

• 	
Health	education	is	a	routine	activity	across	a	wide	spectrum	of	public	health	and	health	
care	programs.	It	is	important	to	consider	how	and	where	climate	change	can	be	
integrated	into	those	existing	education	and	communication	efforts	in	relevant	ways,	
and	how	recommended	actions	can	move	from	individual	behaviors	to	community-
oriented	activity.	

	
Trends	and	Lessons	in	Climate	Communications	(Led	by	Cara	Pike)	
	
Climate	change	poses	significant	challenges	for	communication:	
• Its	causes	are	rooted	in	many	different	systems	that	are	now	profoundly	connected	

with	our	modern	way	of	life	-	e.g.	transportation,	agriculture,	energy.	The	solutions	are	
thus	more	complex	than	many	pollution	problems,	requiring	fundamental	shifts	in	large	
systems	in	which	we	all	participate,	and	which	to	many	still	seem	“too	big	to	change”.	

• Its	impacts	are	very	diverse	and	currently	largely	viewed	in	the	U.S.	as	being	far	away	
and	in	the	future	-	“not	here,	not	now,	not	me”.		

• Because	the	consequences	are	so	vast,	there	is	a	risk	that	greater	understanding	of	the	
problem	may	engender	avoidance	and	fatalism.		
	

Climate	communications	efforts	started	in	earnest	in	the	early	1980s,	and	were	met	quickly	
with	a	concerted,	well-funded	campaign	by	the	fossil	fuel	industry	to	sow	doubt	about	the	
science	of	climate	change	and	its	relationship	to	fossil	fuels.	Climate	doubt	and	denial	
continue	to	be	successfully	used	to	prevent	or	delay	policy	action	to	address	climate	
change.	A	variety	of	frames	have	emerged	within	climate	communications:	
	
• Science	Frame:		The	science	frame	is	rooted	in	a	belief	that	addressing	a	climate	science	

knowledge	deficit	will	lead	to	action	on	climate	change.	While	fossil	fuel	industry	
misinformation	has	had	a	significant	impact,	other	weaknesses	in	this	approach	include	
the	poor	communications	skills	of	many	climate	scientists,	science	illiteracy	in	the	
population,	and	the	reality	that	knowledge	alone	may	not	engage	the	public	or	drive	the	
adoption	of	clean	energy	solutions.			
	

• Environmental	Frame:		Publicizing	the	devastating	impacts	on	environments	and	
wildlife	-	e.g.	the	iconic	melting	glaciers	and	endangered	polar	bears	-	has	appealed	to	a	
segment	of	the	population.	But	most	people	have	never	seen	a	polar	bear	or	a	glacier,	
and	this	framing	has	been	insufficient	to	foster	an	emotional	connection	that	can	
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mobilize	people	to	action.			
	

• Economic	Frame:	This	frame	emphasizes	the	economic	costs	of	climate	change	in	an	
effort	to	appeal	to	businesses,	insurers,	financial	institutions,	governments,	and	others	
with	an	economic	or	financial	focus.	While	key	reports	(e.g.	Lord	Stern	Report)	bolster	
this	frame,	opponents	have	developed	a	counter	narrative	about	the	cost	of	taking	
action,	countering	with	the	jobs	vs.	environment	theme.			
	

• Moral	Frame:	Pope	Francis’	2015	Encyclical	on	Care	of	Our	Common	Home	(Laudato	Si)	
has	had	a	powerful	impact	around	the	world	and	in	the	United	States,	encouraging	
religious	groups	and	people	of	many	faiths	to	examine	and	discuss	the	moral	dimensions	
of	climate	change.	All	of	the	world’s	major	religions	in	some	way	teach	that	we	have	a	
responsibility	to	protect	the	poor	and	vulnerable,	to	care	for	our	children,	and	to	care	for	
“God’s	Creation”.	
	

• Environmental	Justice	and	Climate	Justice	Frame:	Prominent	in	international	climate	
change	discussions	and	among	environmental	justice	advocates	in	the	U.S.,	this	frame	
highlights	the	disproportionate	harms	of	climate	change	to	those	who	have	been	least	
responsible	for	greenhouse	gas	emissions	(the	global	south,	and	the	poor	and	least	
powerful),	are	disproportionately	impacted	by	climate	change,	and	have	the	least	
capacity	to	respond	to	it.			
	

• National	Security	Frame:	This	emerging	frame	speaks	to	military	and	national	security	
leaders	and	those	for	whom	national	security	is	a	key	concern,	highlighting	the	climate-
related	risks	of	increased	instability	and	conflict	over	land,	food,	and	water	resources,	
and	related	large-scale	migrations.		
	

• Health	Frame:	One	of	the	more	recent	to	emerge,	the	health	frame	looks	at	climate	
change	as	health	issue,	placing	humans	at	the	center	of	climate	change	-	“It’s	about	us,	it	
is	impacting	us	all	(especially	our	children),	here	and	now.”					
	

Each	of	these	frames	has	its	pros	and	cons.	Each	may	work	for	different	audiences,	and	
multiple	frames	may	work	in	concert	with	one	another.	Unfortunately,	there	are	still	gaps	
in	our	knowledge	of	the	best	ways	to	use	these	different	frames,	when,	with	what	audience,	
or,	more	importantly,	the	most	effective	ways	to	mobilize	action	to	support	climate	
solutions.		A	communications	strategy	and	messages	that	build	on	a	health	frame,	
integrating	health	expertise	and	core	public	health	values,	will	likely	be	most	comfortable	
and	credible	for	use	by	health	professionals	and	organizations.	And,	as	noted	above,	
communications	strategy	must	be	built	on	a	set	of	specific	climate	and	health	goals.	
	
It	is	worth	noting	a	rather	counter-intuitive	viewpoint	that,	because	climate	change	has	
become	so	politicized,	it	may	be	best	not	to	use	any	of	these	frames,	but	rather	to	
communicate	the	value	of	solutions	that	address	climate	change	without	actually	
mentioning	climate	change	itself.	But	there	are	multiple	arguments	against	this	
perspective.	It	seems	unlikely	that	support	for	the	rapid	systems	transformations	required	
to	avert	catastrophic	climate	change	can	be	generated	absent	establishing	public	
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understanding	of	the	magnitude	of	the	risks	and	the	limited	window	of	opportunity	to	
address	them.		And,	to	use	a	health	analogy,	urging	climate	action	without	mentioning	
climate	change	seems	akin	to	urging	treatment	without	telling	a	patient	she	has	a	life-
threatening	disease.	Moreover,	given	that	polls	show	that	most	Americans	are	concerned	
about	climate	change,	failure	to	talk	about	it	may	create	a	sort	of	cognitive	dissonance	that	
is	confusing	and	disempowering.		
	
Discussion	by	workshop	participants	of	Lessons	from	Climate	Communications	
	
• Public	opinion	polls	now	routinely	show	between	60-70%	of	the	U.S.	public	believes	

that	climate	change	is	happening,	and	is	caused	by	human	activity.		Fewer	Republicans	
or	Independents	than	Democrats	report	that	they	believe	human	activity	is	causing	
climate	change..			
	

• The	key	barrier	to	climate	action	is	not	a	deficit	of	knowledge;	but	rather	a	deficit	of	
political	and	social	will.			
	

• As	science	has	advance,	many	are	more	willing	to	connect	extreme	weather	events	to	
climate	change,	even	since	Hurricane	Katrina	in	2005.	At	the	same	time,	political	
polarization	on	climate	change	has	increased	significantly	over	the	past	decade,	now	
manifest	in	the	outright	climate	denial	among	leaders	of	the	Republican	Party.		
	

• While	the	health	frame	may	make	climate	change	more	personal	in	general,	it	is	
important	to	make	the	human	impacts	of	climate	change	more	concrete.		Extreme	
weather	events	provide	an	opportunity	to	make	climate	change	visible	and	increase	
perceptions	that	it	is	happening	here	and	now.		Telling	the	stories	of	real	people	who	
have	been	affected	by	extreme	weather	events	(or	by	health	problems	associated	with	
climate	change)	can	help	connect	climate	change	to	human	concerns.	
	

• Climate	change	is	emotionally	challenging,	big,	scary,	and	overwhelming.	It	may	be	a	
normal	psychological	response	to	turn	away,	especially	once	one	grasps	its	full	
implications.		It	is	thus	very	important	to	acknowledge	the	challenge,	and	to	provide	
empowerment	and	hope	through	offering	feasible,	realistic,	and	meaningful	solutions.	
Using	a	WITT	frame	-	what	we	can	do	together-	provides	a	context	for	focus	on	policy	
and	systems	change	solutions.		
	

• Another	challenge	is	that	of	urgency.	While	the	science	is	clear	that	transformational	
change	is	needed	very	quickly,	the	trappings	of	urgency	are	entirely	missing	from	the	
mainstream	public	domain.	Leaders	are	not	behaving	differently,	nor	asking	the	public	
to	do	so;	climate	change	is	only	occasionally	mentioned	in	the	news	cycle;	
demonstrations	in	the	street	are	few	and	far	between.	The	problem	thus	fades	into	the	
background,	periodically	surfacing	with	an	extreme	weather	event	or	a	major	new	
report.			
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• Existing	social	norms	place	a	high	value	on	the	right	to	clean	air,	or	the	right	to	a	smoke-
free	environment.	Articulating	the	right	to	a	healthy	climate	-	especially	to	a	climate	that	
allows	our	children	and	grandchildren	access	to	the	same	opportunities	prior	
generations	had	-	may	be	an	entrée	to	discussion	of	intergenerational	justice.		
	

• No	solution	to	climate	change	can	be	brought	to	scale	without	a	role	for	government,	
but	anti-government	sentiment	is	now	pervasive	-	even	amongst	some	progressive	
advocacy	organizations.	Building	the	WITT	landscape	-	priming	the	audience	to	believe	
that	a	collective	response	to	climate	change	is	required	-	is	a	critical	component	of	an	
impactful	communications	strategy	to	support	climate	solutions.		
	

• There	may	be	important	differences	between	effective	communications	strategies	
directed	toward	climate	mitigation	policies	and	those	focused	on	climate	adaptation	or	
resilience.	This	may	be	an	area	for	further	research.	

	
Lessons	from	Equity	Communications	(Led	by	Makani	Themba)	
	
Climate	change	is	a	powerful	threat	to	health	equity	and	social	justice,	exacerbating	
existing	health	and	social	inequities	in	the	U.S.	and	globally.	An	ethical	response	to	climate	
change	must	include	strategies	to	achieve	a	more	just	society	-	at	home	and	globally.	We	
thus	cannot	ignore	equity	in	any	discussion	about	climate	change	impacts	or	climate	
solutions.			
	
What	people	already	think	and	believe	forms	the	context	for	any	communications	strategy.	
Deeply	held	cultural	and	religious	beliefs,	living	conditions,	shared	and	lived	history,	and	
power	relations	are	all	powerful	contributors	to	shaping	that	context.	People	of	color	and	
those	who	live	in	disadvantaged	communities,	on	small	island	nations,	or	in	the	global	
south	understand	that	to	achieve	the	systems	transformations	required	to	address	climate	
change,	we	must	challenge	and	change	existing	power	dynamics	that	have	fostered	and	
perpetuated	the	dominance	of	systems	contributing	to	dangerous	climate	change	(and	
national	and	global	inequities).	
	
Some	aspects	of	climate	change	vulnerability	in	African-American	communities	are	deeply	
rooted	in	a	history	of	slavery	and	oppression.	Hurricane	Katrina	and	Super	Storm	Sandy	
had	profoundly	different	impacts	on	black	communities,	largely	due	to	historical	and	
racially-driven	policies.	The	response	to	both	storms	also	demonstrated	persistent	and	
pervasive	racism,	with	low	income	communities	of	color	and	immigrants	left	largely	to	fend	
for	themselves	and	assistance	less	likely	to	reach	those	with	the	least	resources	and	voice.	
It	is	important	to	talk	about	climate	vulnerability	in	ways	that	both	acknowledge	that	
history	and	paint	a	picture	of	how	we	can	live	together	in	a	different,	just,	and	sustainable	
way.	But	talking	about	race	and	racism	is	still	uncomfortable	for	many	in	the	
environmental	and	climate	change	movements,	because	it	is	perceived	as	divisive	and	
requires	solutions	that	are	threatening	to	the	status	quo.	
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Yet	if	we	ignore	the	dynamics	of	race	and	power,	we	are	unlikely	to	devise	climate	solutions	
that	benefit	those	who	are	most	impacted	or	ensure	solutions	accessible	to	all.	And	if	we	do	
not	hear,	engage,	and	authentically	include	those	most	impacted,	we	will	not	benefit	from	
the	knowledge	and	ingenuity	required	to	build	climate	resilience	and	move	toward	a	just	
transition.	Technical	solutions	alone	will	not	achieve	a	society	that	is	sustainable,	equitable,	
and	more	harmonious	with	nature.		That	will	require	real	democracy,	full	inclusion,	and	a	
social	movement	that	addresses	justice	and	climate	change	together.			
	
Equity	is	the	just	and	fair	inclusion	of	everyone	so	all	can	participate	and	prosper.		Equity	is	
a	moral,	ethical,	political	and	economic	imperative.		It	requires	authentic	engagement	and	
participation	of	communities	of	color	in	defining	problems	and	solutions,	a	focus	on	
shifting	power,	and	true	diversity	in	leadership.	Climate	action	and	communications	
strategies	must	build	in	an	equity	and	empowerment	lens	at	the	front	end.		
	
Discussion	by	workshop	participants	of	Lessons	from	Health	Equity	Communications	
	
• 		Many	in	the	public	health	community	are	currently	deeply	engaged	in	conversations	

about	equity,	the	social	determinants	of	health,	and	related	issues	such	as	structural	
racism.	They	-	and	the	environmental/climate	justice	communities	-	believe	that	climate	
change	and	equity	are	so	deeply	intertwined	that	it	is	crucial	to	integrate	equity	into	
climate	and	health	communications.	However,	these	linkages	are	rare	in	“mainstream”	
climate	change	discussions.		
	

• The	concerns	that	climate	solution	strategies	might	increase	inequities	without	explicit	
attention	to	equity	are	very	real.	For	example,	market	mechanisms	used	to	reduce	GHG	
emissions,	such	as	cap	and	trade,	potentially	allow	refineries	and	power	plants	to	
continue	carbon-dioxide	(CO2)	emissions	with	significant	harmful	co-pollutants.	While	
the	Environmental	Justice	community	has	been	very	successful	in	winning	legislation	to	
ensure	revenue	distribution	to	most	impacted	communities	in	some	states	like	
California,	the	underlying	air	pollution	issues	remains.	Similarly,	“smart	growth”	
strategies	intended	to	reduce	emissions	may	lead	to	gentrification	and	displacement	of	
low-income	residents	unless	strong	anti-displacement	and	affordable	housing	measures	
are	incorporated.	
	

• There	are	concerns	that	routine	and	explicit	linkage	of	equity	and	climate	change	may	
(a)	make	addressing	climate	change	seem	even	more	complex;	(b)	further	politicize	an	
already	politicized	issue;	and	(c)	alienate	some	who	might	otherwise	support	climate	
solutions.	However,	the	reasons	to	incorporate	an	equity	lens	are	sufficiently	important	
that	these	concerns	should	be	taken	into	account	but	not	serve	as	an	excuse	to	ignore	
the	critical	climate-equity	links.	
	

• While	it	is	important	to	identify	and	prioritize	vulnerable	and	disadvantaged	
communities,	it	is	also	important	to	recognize	the	many	assets	and	strengths	in	these	
communities,	and	to	empower	them	to	build	resilience	and	power.		
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• The	tension	between	transactional/technical	and	transformative	approaches	to	climate	
change	solutions	informs	very	different	communications	strategies.	While	both	may	
have	a	role,	it	is	unlikely	that	technical	solutions	alone	will	address	fundamental	equity	
issues.	
	

• The	unequal	contributions	to	and	impacts	of	climate	change	in	the	global	north	and	
global	south	is	yet	one	more	issue	that	poses	a	significant	communications	challenge.	
Local,	global,	and	intergenerational	equity	are	all	critical	issues,	and	each	is	complex	
and	requires	a	realignment	of	power.	

	
• Further	complicating	matters,	the	fossil	fuel	industry	has	endeavored	to	use	global	and	

local	inequities	as	a	smokescreen	for	the	continued	use	of	fossil	fuels,	for	example	
positing	that	the	only	way	to	provide	basic	amenities	to	the	billions	without	electricity	
in	the	developing	world	is	though	fossil	fuel-based	energy	development,	or	pitting	
jobs/gas	prices	against	climate	change	regulation.	The	authentic	and	independent	voice	
of	indigenous	peoples	and	environmental	justice	organizations	representing	low-
income	communities	and	people	of	color	is	critical	in	countering	this	narrative.		

	
	

What	do	We	Know	About	Public	Opinion	on	Climate	Change?	(Led	by	Ed	Maibach,	
Julie	Sweetland	and	Meighen	Speiser)	

George	Mason	University’s	Center	on	Climate	Change	Communication,	(4C),	in	
collaboration	with	the	Yale	Program	on	Climate	Change	Communication,	has	conducted	a	
series	of	surveys	to	assess	public	opinion	on	climate	change.	They	have	identified	“Six	
Americas”	representing	a	spectrum	of	opinion	on	climate	change	(Alarmed-Concerned-
Cautious-Disengaged-Doubtful	and	Dismissive),	and	have	tested	response	to	frames	and	
language	among	these	groups.		
	
Health	is	a	strong	and	widely	shared	value.	A	health	frame	can	bring	climate	change	closer	
to	home,	to	address	perceptions	that	it	is	not	here-not	now-not	me.	A	large	majority	of	
Americans	believe	that	climate	change	is	happening,	support	healthier	air,	value	human	
life,	and	support	a	rapid	transition	to	clean	energy.	But	in	a	survey	conducted	in	2014,	most	
people	could	not	name	a	single	way	climate	change	harms	human	health,	or	identify	those	
most	at	risk	(vulnerable	populations).		
	
Based	on	research	findings	suggesting	that	framing	climate	change	as	a	human	health	issue	
engenders	more	hopeful	emotions	about	taking	action	on	climate	change,	4C	developed	
recommendations	for	health	professionals,	who	are	best	positioned	to	incorporate	the	
value	of	health	into	climate	communications.	These	are	based	on	the	key	principles	of	(a)	
embedding	shared	and	widely	held	values,	of	which	health	is	one;	(b)	making	the	issue	
simple	to	understand,	local	and	solvable;	imparting	importance	and	urgency;	(c)	imparting	
a	sense	of	“agency”,	or	ability	to	make	choices	and	have	an	impact	even	in	the	face	of	such	a	
complex	and	huge	problem;	and	(d)	highlighting	the	health	co-benefits	to	show	that	climate	
solutions	are	often	the	right	thing	to	do	(for	our	health)	even	if	there	were	no	climate	
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change.		
	
The	core	components	of	the	recommended	4C	climate	and	health	message	are:	
	
• Human	caused	climate	change	is	happening:	More	than	97%	climate	scientists	are	

convinced;		
• Climate	change	and	burning	fossil	fuels	is	harming	our	health.	Both	are	already	harming	

our	health	badly,	and	it	will	get	worse	if	we	don’t	take	action	to	protect	ourselves;		
• Anyone	and	everyone’s	health	can	be	harmed,	but	those	being	harmed	the	most	are	our	

children,	the	elderly,	the	sick	and	disadvantaged;	
• We	can	do	something	about	it:	Every	American	can	take	steps	to	protect	our	health	and	

our	climate.	We	have	solutions,	for	example	by	using	energy	efficiency	over	energy	
waste	and	by	buying	or	supporting	public	investment	in	clean	and	renewable	energy;				

• What’s	good	for	our	climate	is	also	good	for	our	health.		
	

While	the	4C	research	provides	some	evidence	that	a	health	frame	may	engender	greater	
support	for	climate	solutions,	specific	health	communications	strategies	require	further	
research,	development,	use,	and	evaluation.			
	
The	 FrameWorks	 Institute,	 an	 independent	 nonprofit	 think	 tank,	 investigates	 public	
thinking	 and	 develops	 and	 tests	 framing	 strategies	 that	 move	 the	 public	 to	 support	
evidence-based	policies.	FrameWorks	has	found	that	Americans	lack	understanding	of	the	
most	fundamental	mechanisms	of	climate	change,	are	unable	to	explain	its	relationship	to	
greenhouse	gas	emissions,	and	assume	that	 the	 impacts	of	climate	change	affect	 “nature”	
but	not	humans.	Without	strong	models	of	the	causes	and	consequences	of	climate	change,	
they	 fill	 these	 “cognitive	 holes”	 with	 other	 associations	 -	 equating	 climate	 change	 with	
political	 infighting,	 collapsing	 it	 with	 the	 more	 general	 problem	 of	 environmental	
degradation,	or	confusing	it	with	other	well-publicized	environmental	problems,	especially	
the	hole	in	the	ozone	layer.		
	
FrameWorks	 observed	 that	 the	 lack	 of	 causal	 understanding	 also	 influences	 people’s	
reasoning	about	solutions.	Because	they	fail	to	understand	why	greenhouse	gas	emissions	
may	 be	 different	 from	 other	 pollutants,	 people	 reason	 that	 the	 solutions	 are	 simple	 and	
straightforward:	 “just	 clean	 it	 up.”	 It	 is	 also	 easy	 for	 the	 public	 to	 become	 fatalistic,	
asserting	 that	 nothing	 can	 be	 done	 about	 climate	 change.	 The	 public	 finds	 it	 easy	 to	
conclude	that	the	problem	is	too	big	to	solve,	and	also	reasons	that	the	responsible	parties	
aren’t	 up	 to	 the	 job,	 asserting	 that	 businesses	 are	 greedy	 and	 the	 government	 is	 inept.	
These	beliefs	can	lead	to	a	“cocooning”	response,	with	a	focus	on	“what	can	I	do	in	my	own	
household”	rather	than	on	collective,	societal	action.	
	
FrameWorks	studies	also	reinforces	other	research	that	notes	the	persistence	of	a	default	
assumption	 of	 Health	 Individualism	 (YOYO).	 Without	 careful	 framing	 to	 prime	 systems	
thinking,	Americans	reason	about	health	using	models	that	 locate	causes	and	solutions	in	
personal	 choices,	 and	position	consequences	as	private,	not	public,	 concerns.	 	 In	general,	
their	 research	 cautions	 communicators	 against	 any	 language	 that	 reinforces	 the	 public’s	
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limiting	 tendency	 to	 think	 of	 health	 in	 personal,	 rather	 than	 collective,	 terms.	 In	 a	 study	
comparing	messages	 that	appealed	 to	health	as	a	value	(“why	this	matters”)	 to	messages	
that	illuminated	the	causal	pathways	affecting	human	health	(“how	the	issue	works”).			
	
They	 found	 that	 leading	 with	 health	 was	 less	 effective	 in	 moving	 the	 public’s	 policy	
preferences	 than	 a	 narrative	 structure	 that	 explained	 and	 gave	 examples	 of	 how	 climate	
change	 is	 threatening	people’s	health	and	wellbeing.	This	 leads	 to	 their	 recommendation	
that	climate	and	health	communicators	lead	with	value	of	Protection	–	our	shared	duty	to	
ensure	 people’s	 safety	 -	 and	 then	 introduce	 the	 topic	 of	 health	 after	 this	 collective	
orientation	 has	 been	 established,	 using	 health	 impacts	 as	 somewhat	 of	 a	 case	 in	 point.	
Notably,	this	Protection	+	Health	Explanation	frame	was	highly	effective	in	advancing	public	
support	for	health	preparedness	and	for	motivating	a	broad	swath	of	the	American	public	
to	support	policies	for	CO2	reduction.		
NOTE:	For	further	detail	on	FrameWorks	Institute	research	see	their	website,	especially	
Volmert	(2013),	Bales	(2014)	and	Simon	(2014)	http://www.frameworksinstitute.org		
	
ecoAmerica	conducts	market	and	psychographic	research	and	message	testing	on	climate	
change.	This	research	identifies	who	to	engage	on	climate,	how,	and	the	communication	
frameworks	and	messages	to	use	for	greatest	efficacy.	
	
ecoAmerica’s	American	Climate	Values	Survey	2014	identified	several	important	values	for	
use	in	climate	change	communication,	including:		
• Can	Do:		

§ We	can	all	take	small	steps	to	make	the	world	better		
§ Humans	may	not	be	the	sole	cause	of	many	problems,	but	they	can	be	the	solution	
§ If	we	put	our	minds	to	it,	America	can	solve	anything.	

• Compassion:	(for	suffering)	is	the	most	important	virtue	
• Personal	rights:	there	is	saliency	in	framing	solutions	and	personal	rights	for	all	

Americans,	such	as	access	to	clean	air,	clean	drinking	water,	toxic-free	neighborhoods	
• Responsibility:	We	all	have	a	responsibility	(to	do	something	about	climate	pollution)	
• Benefits	of	action:	“Doing	something	now	on	climate	change	could	improve	the	quality	

of	the	air	we	breathe	and	clean	the	skies.”	
	
Other	findings	from	ecoAmerica’s	polling	and	research	include:	
• The	links	between	climate	change	and	health	are	not	widely	understood	and	most	do	

not	understand	the	health	benefits	of	climate	solutions;		
• African-Americans	had	the	strongest	sense	of	being	affected	by	climate	change	now,	are	

most	concerned	about	the	impacts	of	climate	change,	were	highly	motivated	on	
personal	health,	and	wanted	action	by	local	government.	

• Hispanic/Latinos	are	very	concerned	about	future	generations	and	in	favor	of	limiting	
pollution	that	causes	climate	change	(out	of	health	concerns)3.		Asian	Americans	had	a	

																																																								
3		There	are	a	number	of	other	surveys	and	focus	groups	that	provide	insights	into	ethnic	group	
differences	in	public	opinion	on	climate	change,	including	several	that	have	found	Latinos	to	be	the	
group	most	concerned	about	climate	change:		

• Public	Policy	Institute	of	California,	Californians	and	the	Environment,	2015.	
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broad	array	of	solutions-focused	climate	values,	and	were	highly	motivated	by	
protection	of	personal	and	familial	health.	

• The	concept	of	preparedness,	particularly	community	health	preparedness,	evokes	a	
sense	of	personal	and	civic	responsibility	without	being	politically	charged.	This	is	a	
promising	and	untapped	category	of	engagement	and	communications.	

• A	strong	majority	believes	that	oil	companies	have	too	much	power	and	receive	unfair	
tax	breaks.	

• People	tend	to	trust	leaders	and	others	within	their	own	“tribe”	(sub-group	with	shared	
cultural	and	political	identities).	

	
In	their	2015	Let’s	Talk	Climate	research,	health	messages	tested	the	most	favorably,	across	
all	demographic	groups.		In	addition	to	motivating	words,	phrases,	and	messages,	the	
research	suggested	that	ways	to	increase	message	efficacy	include:	

• Put	people	first	and	convey	climate	change	as	a	moral	responsibility	to	protect	
families’	health.	

• Cite	a	trusted	health	messenger	with	one	powerful	fact.	
• Address	climate-related	health	impacts,	but	move	quickly	to	solutions	to	avoid	

negative	emotions	or	disengagement.		
• Present	solutions	that	are	accessible,	here	and	now,	and	part	of	a	plan	for	the	

present	and	the	future.	
• Emphasize	the	health	benefits	of	solutions,	to	enhance	personal	salience.		
• Use	visual	language	so	the	audience	can	see	themselves	in	the	solutions.	

	
Views	from	the	frontlines	of	climate	advocacy	campaigns	(Led	by	Hunter	Cutting	and	
Susan	Frank)	
	
Advocacy	and	political	campaigns	on	climate	change	policy	generally	focus	on	a	specific	
action,	such	as	a	vote	on	a	ballot	initiative,	an	action	to	advance	a	particular	policy,	or	to	
move	an	agenda	for	climate	action	forward.		
	
Climate	Nexus	works	to	support	a	wide	variety	of	organizations	in	their	efforts	to	shift	
public	opinion	towards	taking	action	on	climate	change	at	the	local,	national	and	
international	level.	Lessons	learned	include:	
• Mapping	public	opinion	is	different	than	using	polling	as	a	road	map	to	shape	public	

opinion	and	to	build	support	for	a	particular	action.		
• Policy	change	occurs	at	all	levels	of	government,	and	the	fossil	fuels	industry	is	

engaging	at	all	levels.		Communications	thus	must	also	span	across	local	to	state	to	
federal	to	international	opinion	and	action.	

• Be	prepared	to	use	teachable	moments	(e.g.	extreme	weather	events);	we	know	there	
will	be	forest	fires	and	heat	waves	every	summer.		
	

																																																																																																																																																																																			
• Earth	Justice/Green	Latinos,	Environmental	Attitudes	Survey,	2015.		
• Natural	Resources	Defense	Council/Latino	Decisions,	Public	Opinion	Poll,	2014.		
• National	Council	of	La	Raza/Sierra	Club,	National	Latinos	and	the	Environment	Survey,	2012.		
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A	useful	message	frame	that	has	emerged	from	Climate	Nexus’	national	and	international	
climate	action	and	climate	communications	work	is	“We	Must	-	We	Can	-	We	Will”:	
• We	must:		We	owe	it	to	our	kids	to	protect	them	and	to	address	climate	disruption	

before	it	becomes	irreversible;	
• We	can:	Never	doubt	America’s	ingenuity	-	those	who	say	we	can’t	do	anything	about	

climate	change	forget	who	we	are	and	what	we	can	do;	
• We	will:	It’s	time	to	break	the	big	oil	stranglehold	on	Washington	so	that	we	can	build	a	

secure	affordable	energy	future	and	address	climate	disruption.	We	will	do	this	if	we	
put	people	-	not	fossil	fuel	companies	-	back	in	charge	of	our	democracy.	

	
The	Better	World	Group	has	been	active	in	promoting	and	defending	California’s	broad	
and	ambitious	climate	action	policy	against	attacks	from	the	oil	industry	and	allied	
business	interests.		Health	has	been	a	key	message	to	support	climate	action,	and	to	defend	
current	climate	policies.	The	oil	industry	is	indeed	using	many	of	the	same	tactics	now	that	
have	been	used	by	the	tobacco	industry	to	block	healthy	policies.	But	the	oil	industry	has	
even	greater	resources	to	promote	its	views,	and	spent	over	$22	million	in	2015	to	weaken	
clean	air	standards,	including	working	to	a	provision	to	reduce	petroleum	use	in	California	
by	50%	by	2030.				
	
The	oil	industry	has	created	front	groups	and	targeted	people	of	color	and	low	income	
communities	with	dishonest	messages	about	the	economic	impacts	of	California’s	climate	
policies.		We	should	not	hesitate	to	learn	from	the	success	of	anti-tobacco	campaigns	and	
villainize	the	oil	industry	and	its	allies,	especially	given	its	deceptive	practices	in	thwarting	
polices	that	are	critically	needed	to	reduce	the	risk	of	catastrophic	climate	change	and	
promote	clean	renewable	energy	alternatives.	
	
Discussion	by	workshop	participants	on	public	opinion	research	and	
communications	campaign	presentations	
	
• While	much	of	this	discussion	focused	on	messages,	it’s	very	important	to	remember	

that	the	message	itself	is	just	one	component	of	any	communications	strategy,	and	that	
communications	strategy	must	rest	on	broader	goals.		
	

• Much	of	the	research	addresses	very	broad	themes	or	values	that	may	or	may	not	relate	
directly	to	health.	There	is	not	real	evidence	as	to	which	messages	are	likely	to	be	most	
effective	as	health	sector	messages.	Mapping	out	the	overlap	in	more	detail	would	be	
valuable,	to	identify	the	“sweet	spot”	for	communications	that	integrate	climate	change,	
health,	and	equity.	

	
• A	climate	and	health	communications	strategy	(and	messages)	should	be	based	on	

health	and	health	equity	goals,	using	a	health	frame.	Other	frames	may	be	used	to	
reinforce	or	elevate	the	health	frame.	It	may	be	important	to	connect	health	
communications	to	other	frames	and	figure	out	how	health	messages	can	build	off	of	
other	message	structures,	e.g.		“We	Must,	We	Can,	We	Will”.	
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• A	good,	overarching	health	“meta-message”	would	be	extremely	useful,	but	is	not	
sufficient.		
• The	health	sector	is	not	monolithic.		
• Health	professionals	like	to	speak	from	their	area	of	expertise	and	credibility.	Public	

health	and	medical	professionals,	and	health	care	businesses	may	have	different	
climate-related	goals	and	different	audiences.		

• More	research,	implementation	and	evaluation	is	needed	on	specific	messages	for	
health	messengers	with	different	areas	of	practice	and	expertise	and	different	goals.	

	
However,	an	overarching	health	“meta-message”	could	infuse	each	of	these	different	
messages	and	provide	a	unifying	health	theme	related	to	the	overarching	goal	of	
reducing	the	health	harms	of	climate	change	through	a	variety	of	climate	actions	that	
promote	health	and	equity.	
	
• We	need	to	keep	in	mind	the	importance	and	primacy	of	policy	and	systems	change	

goals	–	and	design	communications	strategies	with	these	broader	goals	in	mind.		
	
Summary	Comments	on	the	Workshop	
	
This	workshop	was	the	first	time,	to	our	knowledge,	that	experts	in	health	communications	
and	climate	communications	had	had	the	opportunity	to	meet	informally	and	talk	to	one	
another	about	connections	in	their	respective	areas	of	work.		The	discussants	were	all	very	
engaged	and	motivated	to	help	address	the	many	questions	and	challenges	that	were	
raised.		Those	working	in	public	health	communications	were	very	interested	in	
understanding	how	their	health	communications	efforts	might	help	address	policy	changes	
needed	on	climate	change.	They	also	offered	suggestions	based	on	the	lessons	learned	from	
their	work	that	could	help	inform	climate	and	health	action	strategies	and	communications	
efforts.			
	
The	Center	for	Climate	Change	and	Health	wants	to	thank	all	those	who	participated	in	this	
workshop.	The	urgent	challenges	posed	by	climate	change	to	human	health	and	wellbeing	
demand	that	we	help	health	professionals	find	the	best	ways	to	inform	policy	makers,	civic	
leaders	and	the	public	to	take	effective	action.	
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Appendix	A	
Workshop	Agenda	
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Appendix	B	
List	of	Workshop	Participants	

	
Eric	Antebi	*	
Senior	Vice	President	
Fenton	Communications	
	
Larry	Bye	
Senior	Fellow	
NORC/	University	of	Chicago	
	
Hunter	Cutting	
Director	of	Strategic	Communications	
Climate	Nexus	
	
Lori	Dorfman	
Executive	Director	
Berkeley	Media	Studies	Group	
	
Susan	Frank	
President	and	Chief	Operating	Officer	
The	Better	World	Group	
	
Eric	Jaffe	
Managing	Program	Director	
Resource	Media	
	
Julie	Lautsch	
Media	Consultant,	California	Tobacco	Control	Program,	Media	Unit	
California	Department	of	Public	Health	
	
Susanne	Moser	
Director,	Susanne	Moser	Research	and	Consulting	
Stanford	University,	Woods	Institute	for	the	Environment	
	
Melanie	Nutter	
Sustainability	Executive	and	Consultant	
Nutter	Consulting	
	
Valerie	Quinn	
Manager,	California	Tobacco	Control	Program,	Media	Unit	
California	Department	of	Public	Health	
	
Cara	Pike	
Executive	Director	
Climate	Access	
	
Brooke	Sommerfeldt	
Office	of	Health	Equity,	Climate	and	Health	Team	
California	Department	of	Public	Health	
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Meighen	Speiser	
Chief	Engagement	Officer	
ecoAmerica	
	 	
Anand	Subramanian	
Senior	Communications	Associate	
Policy	Link	
	
Julie	Sweetland	
Director	of	Learning	
FrameWorks	Institute	
	
Makani	Themba	*	
Executive	Director	
The	Praxis	Project	
	
Diana	Van	Vleet	*	
Manager,	Policy	Communications	
Climate	Nexus	
	
Hannah	Vogel	*	
Communications	Associate	
Climate	Nexus	
	
Larry	Wallack	
Professor	of	Public	Health	
Portland	State	University	
	
Ann	Whidden	
Director	of	Communications	
Public	Health	Institute	
	
Center	for	Climate	Change	and	Health	at	the	Public	Health	Institute	
Catherine	Harrison	
Neil	Maizlish		
Kathy	Dervin	
Linda	Rudolph	
	
Note:		*	indicates	participants	who	have	changed	their	affiliations	since	the	Workshop	
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Appendix	C	
List	of	Key	Resources	Referred	to	in	the	Workshop	

	
	
ecoAmerica	Let’s	Talk	Climate	(2016)		
www.ecoamerica.org		
Based	on	surveys	and	message	testing	done	in	2015	
This	report	reviews	the	messages	they	tested	on	health	across	3	respondent	groups	(base,	
persuasion	and	opposition)	

• Our	families’	health	matters.	
• When	the	American	Lung	Association	tells	us	that	toxic	pollution	in	the	air	we	breathe	is	affecting	the	

health	of	nearly	half	of	all	Americans,	we	need	new	solutions.		
• Kids	now	carry	inhalers	as	often	as	lunch	boxes	
• Seniors	are	stuck	inside	when	weather	shifts	dramatically	to	extreme	heat	or	freezing	cold.	
• Thankfully,	we	have	a	plan	for	a	healthier	future.	We	can	move	away	from	the	dirty	fuels	that	make	

us	sick	and	shift	toward	safe,	clean	energy,	like	wind	and	solar.	
• Each	breath	we	take	should	be	a	healthy	one.	
• Let’s	address	this	problem	now,	because	caring	for	ourselves	means	caring	for	our	climate.		

	

ecoAmerica	American	Climate	Values	(2015)	
Health	and	Climate	Highlights	(based	on	surveys	done	in	2014)	
This	survey	asked	sample	respondents	about:	

• What	knew	about	connections	between	climate	and	health		
• What	role	politics,	education	and	income	play	in	shaping	sample	respondents	understanding	of	

climate	and	health		
• What	they	thought	about:	

o 	the	trustworthiness	of	medical	professionals	on	climate	change	solutions		
o how	environmental	pollution	affects	their	families’	health	
o the	impact	on	climate	change	on	allergies	and	asthma	
o the	need	of	health	care	facilities	preparing	for	extreme	weather	
o the	connection	between	food,	rising	cost	of	food	and	climate	change	

• What	respondents	said	about	climate	change	and	health	based	on	their	ethnicity	(Asian-Americans,	
African-Americans,	Whites,	Latinos)	

	
ecoAmerica	Connecting	on	Climate:	A	Guide	to	Effective	Climate	Change	
Communication	w/	Columbia	University	Center	for	Research	on	Environmental	
Decisions,	(2012)	
Key	Findings	on	how	to	frame	messages	that	reached	and/or	motivated	respondents:	
Put	people	first	
Know	your	audience		
Choose	the	right	messenger	for	your	audience	
Understand	and	connect	with	moral	foundations	

1) )	Craft	Message	that:	
• Emphasize	solutions	and	benefits	
• Highlight	the	benefits	of	taking	action	(start	with	LOCAL	impacts	and	LOCAL	solutions	first)	

bring	impacts	closer	to	home	
• Align	solutions	with	your	audience’s	values	
• Make	climate	change	concrete	through	some	experience	(real	or	virtual)	

Connect	climate	change	to	issues	that	matter	to	your	audience	
• Make	clean	energy	attractive	across	political	lines	
• Use	images	and	stories	to	make	climate	change	real	

Use	a	Public	Health	frame	to	talk	about	climate	change	
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• Use	real	stories	of	people	suffering	from	asthma	or	heat	illness	
• American	Lung	Association	is	highly	credible	
• Connect	other	frames	(like	clean	energy,	economic	solutions)	with	health	
• Recommend	using	“air	pollution”	instead	of	climate	change	with	conservative	audiences		
Emphasize	the	health	benefits	of	some	steps	to	prepare	for	and	prevent	climate	change.		They	list	
walk/	bike	friendly	communities,	healthy	food,	reduced	motor	vehicle	accidents,	cleaner	air	and	
water,	increased	physical	activity,	less	obesity,	less	depression,	more	social	capital.		

	
FrameWorks	Institute	(mainly	from	How	to	Talk	about	Climate	Change	and	Oceans,	
2015)	
www.frameworksinstitute.org		
	
Overall	points:		They	did	message	testing	and	recommend	basing	messaging	in	VALUES,	using	
METAPHORS,	and	identifying	SPECIFIC	ACTIONS	and	SOLUTIONS	(don’t	say	green	or	sustainable	
which	largely	leads	people	to	lean	towards	RECYCLING).	Need	to	use	a	causal	framework	because	
people	just	do	not	understand	what	carbon	dioxide	(CO2)	is	and	how	it	causes	global	warming.		
	
They	recommend	opening	discussions	about	climate	change	around	two	values:	

• Responsible	Management:		
It’s	important	that	we	take	responsible	steps	to	manage	the	issues	facing	our	environment.	is	means	thinking	

carefully	about	problems	and	focusing	on	the	best	ways	to	deal	with	the	problems	we	face.	We	also	need	to	keep	

future	generations	in	mind	while	we	look	for	the	best	solutions.	Open-mindedness	and	long-	term	planning	are	

the	hallmarks	of	responsible	management.	Simply	put,	we	should	take	a	practical,	step-by-step	approach	that	

relies	on	common	sense	and	uses	all	the	evidence	we	have	to	take	care	of	our	surroundings.	Managing	challenges	

responsibly	is	the	right	thing	for	us	to	do.	
		

• Protection	–		focus	on	protecting	people	and	places	from	harm	

It’s	important	that	we	protect	people	and	places	from	harm.	We	can	do	this	by	solving	the	issues	facing	our	

environment.	is	means	stepping	in	to	ensure	people’s	safety	and	well-being	to	the	best	of	our	ability	and	

safeguarding	the	places	we	depend	on.	We	also	need	to	take	measures	to	eliminate	or	reduce	risks,	making	sure	

that	people	are	able	to	go	about	their	lives	freely.	Concern	for	the	welfare	of	others	and	vigilance	in	preserving	

our	habitats	are	the	hallmarks	of	a	protective	approach.	Simply	put,	we	have	a	duty	to	protect	our	surroundings.	

Protection	is	the	right	thing	for	us	to	do.		

• Strongly	recommend	the	need	to	establish	the	basic	mechanism	of	climate	change	using	an	
Explanatory	Metaphor:		Because	the	American	public	is	very	unclear	on	what	causes	climate	
change,	the	pathway	to	necessary	and	urgent	solutions	for	climate	change	are	also	unclear.		
Problem	calling	climate	change	a	“pollution	problem”	because	then	people	draw	incorrect	
connections,	like	cleaning	up	a	polluted	lake.	They	did	testing	about	Co2	and	came	up	with	
an	explanatory	metaphor	of	the	Heat	Trapping	Blanket:	Heat-Trapping	Blanket:	When	
we	burn	fossil	fuels	for	energy,	such	as	coal,	oil,	or	natural	gas,	we	release	carbon	dioxide	into	

the	atmosphere.	Carbon	dioxide	is	a	gas	that	traps	heat.	As	CO	builds	up,	it	acts	like	a	blanket,	

trapping	in	heat	that	would	otherwise	escape.	Global	warming	is	the	“blanket	effect”	that	is	

warming	the	planet’s	atmosphere,	disrupting	the	balance	that	keeps	the	climate	stable.			
	
Note	re:	FrameWorks	communications	materials:	In	April,	2016,	CDC	and	APHA	released	a	
series	of	fact	sheets	on	climate	change	and	Public	Health	that	were	developed	with	messaging	
design	by	FrameWorks	Institute.		
• http://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/pubs/precip-final_508.pdf	
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• http://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/pubs/warmer-water-final_508.pdf	

• http://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/pubs/air-quality-final_508.pdf	

• http://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/pubs/extreme-heat-final_508.pdf	

• http://www.cdc.gov/climateandhealth/pubs/vector-borne-disease-final_508.pdf	

	
Lancet	Commission	on	Health	and	Climate	Change	Report	(2015)	
https://climatehealthcommission.org/about/	
This	report	contains	a	section	on	Public	Opinion	and	Behavior/Public	Responses	to	Climate	
Change.	Here	are	some	key	excerpts:	
	

• Knowledge	deficits	are	not	the	primary	barrier	to	action;	knowing	the	causes	and	
consequences	of	climate	change	does	not,	on	its	own,	motivate	people	to	change	
their	lifestyles.	Emotions	and	feelings	are	central.	
o Negative	emotions	and	fear,	pessimism	and	guilt	can	produce	passive	and	

defensive	responses	
o Fear	appeals	only	work	if	accompanied	by	equally	strong	messages	about	how	to	

address	the	problem	
	

• Climate	change	is	best	represented	in	ways	that	anchor	it	in	positive	emotions,	and	
by	framing	action	in	ways	that	connect	with	people’s	core	values	and	identities	
o Framing	examples	that	do	this	include:	ethics/morality,	intergenerational,	

traditional	land/home-safeguarding	ancestral	lands,	sanctity	of	natural	world	
(faith	frame	of	care	for	creation),	global	injustice	of	rich	countries	over	poor	
countries)	
	

• Implied	ethical	duty	of	national	and	international	organizations	to	take	action	
o Individuals	alone	cannot	make	the	changes	needed	
o Countries	responsible	for	creating	the	GHG	emissions	have	greater	

responsibility	to	act	
o Public	willingness	to	act	is	contingent	on	responsible	parties	(governments,	

business)	acting.	Cross-national	surveys	show	that	majority	of	public	believe	
their	governments	need	to	act	and	that	they	are	not	doing	enough	

• Many	climate	affecting	behaviors	are	hard/resistant	to	change,	even	if	alternatives	
exist	(culture	change	needed	not	just	information	change—the	examples	given	were	
cooking,	heating,	transportation,	food)	(This	does	not	specifically	address	policy	
change	vs	individual	behavior	change.)		

The	Lancet	Commission	Report	also	has	a	section	on	Bringing	the	Health	Voice	to	Climate	
Change	which	is	relevant	but	not	explicitly	about	communications	
	

Global	Warming	Six	Americas	(Maibach,	Leiserowitz,	et	al)	GMU’s	Center	for	Climate	
Change	Communications	and	Yale’s	Project	on	Climate	Communications	have	produced	
multiple	reports	over	multiple	years.	(http://www.climatechangecommunication.org)	
(http://climatecommunication.yale.edu)	
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Key	findings:	There	are	6	segments	of	the	American	public	along	a	continuum	of	belief,	
understanding	and	readiness	to	take	action	(issue	engagement)	on	climate	change	these	
are	
Alarmed,	Concerned,	Cautious,	Disengaged,	Doubtful	and	Dismissive.		
Key	message	recommendations	(general):	

• Climate	change	is	happening	
• It’s	bad	for	our	health	
• It	will	get	worse	if	we	don’t	take	action	
• There	are	solutions,	and	some	of	those	solutions	are	good	for	our	health	
• If	we	don’t	take	action,	the	situation	will	be	worse,	so	TAKE	ACTION	

Findings	that	pertain	to	health:	
• Health	professionals	are	effective	and	credible	messengers	
• Using	health	framing	and	values	evokes	a	more	hopeful	reaction,	including	reaching	

some	conservative	segments.	
• 	Using	health	perspectives	of	climate	change	makes	the	problem	more	personally	

relevant,	significant	and	understandable	to	members	of	the	public.	
	
Climate	Solutions	For	a	Stronger	America:	A	Guide	to	Engaging	and	Winning	on	
Climate	Change	and	Clean	Energy	(2012	and	updated	2.1	Version,	2014),	Breakthrough	
Strategies	and	Solutions,		www.climatenarrative.org		
	
This	Guide	has	been	used	in	political	campaigns	to	“catalyze	leadership	and	action	toward	a	
clean	energy	future	and	a	safer	climate”	and	uses	the	“We	Must,	We	Can,	We	Will”	model	
referred	to	in	the	workshop	by	Hunter	Cutting,	Vice	President	of	Strategic	Communications,	
Climate	Nexus.	It	recommends	a	“message	triangle”	for	spurring	public	action	on	climate	
and	energy	based	on	extensive	testing	across	the	US.	
	
Threat:	Severe	weather	and	climate	change	is	harming	our	children;	we	must	prepare	and	
tackle	climate	change	now.	
Villain:	Oil	companies	have	a	stranglehold	on	our	democracy	and	are	blocking	the	changes	
we	need.	
Solutions:	We	can	invest	in	Clean	Energy:	We	can	take	charge	of	our	energy	now.		
	
Climate	Access	(www.climateccess.org	)	
	
Climate	Access	is	an	international	practitioner	network/learning	community	that	offers	a	
variety	of	hands-on	resources	for	those	doing	climate	education	and	communications.		
	
Climate	Nexus		(www.climatenexus.org	)	
	
Climate	Nexus	is	a	strategic	communications	organization	dedicated	to	changing	the	
conversation	on	climate	and	clean	energy	solutions	in	the	United	States	with	a	variety	of	
resources	and	media	services	that	connect	to	climate	change	and	health.	
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Appendix	D	
Two	Papers	Commissioned	in	Preparation	for	the	Workshop	

	

A BRIEF TOUR OF PUBLIC HEALTH COMMUNICATIONS 

from pleading for behavior change to pressuring decision makers to change policy 
 

Lori Dorfman 
Berkeley Media Studies Group 

Prepared for the Climate Change and Health Communications Meeting 

September 2015 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The history of public health is clear: social conditions and the physical environment are 
important determinants of health. Taking a public health approach, then, means   including the 
social, economic, and physical environment, not just the individual person, to cultivate 
prevention at the population level. The primary tool for this is policy; it is the tangible mechanism 
public health uses to improve and create conditions that foster health. A public health approach 
to climate change—or any other issue—would learn   from strategies that have helped public 
health advocates make changes to systems and structures that affect health. The question is: 
how can we use communications to focus attention on those conditions and what can be done 
about   them? 

 
Typically, public health advocates who focus on social conditions reassign part of the 
responsibility for health problems to industry and other institutions that shape the social and 
physical environments.1 Tobacco control advocates did just that, fueling one of our greatest 
public health success stories, so their use of communications warrants a closer look.  Based on 
that success, in this  memo,  I  use  tobacco’s  success  with  media advocacy as a touchstone 
for examining communicating about climate    change. 

 
II. TOBACCO CONTROL COMMUNICATIONS: A FOCUS ON PURPOSE 

 
Over the last 50 years, we have seen a sea change in how our country thinks about and acts on 
tobacco. We have moved from a time when the air belonged to the smoker to   now, when the air 
belongs to the nonsmoker.2 How did that happen? And what role did communications play in 
bringing about such a significant shift? No matter where you look for the answer to those questions, 
you’ll find that there was a series of interrelated   actions and actors that connected research, 
advocacy, policy, even civil disobedience, and media campaigns. With hindsight, it is tempting to 
think our progress resulted from a deliberative campaign with clear, agreed-upon goals and actions. 
In fact, it was messy, contentious, and iterative—and still is (see the debates over e-cigarettes for a 
current example). In the early years of tobacco control, simple statements could have a profound 
effect on smokers: a major report from government, like the Surgeon General’s in 1964, or a 
moving television ad in 1985 from the American Cancer Society, such as the one depicting Yul 
Brynner, a popular actor who had recently died from cancer, saying simply, “Now that I'm gone, I 
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tell you: Don't smoke, whatever 
you do, just don't smoke.” 
Smoking rates declined, but 
more was needed to   have a 
population level effect. For that, 
tobacco control advocates took  
heed of what Ralph Nader and 
other consumer advocates 
were doing and turned their 
attention to the environment 
surrounding smokers, and 
policies as the way to align that 
environment with public health 
goals. 
 
Clean indoor air laws and 
excise taxes were two of the 
most important policies that 
shifted tobacco control in later 
years to a focus on the 
environment. The tobacco 
industry got a glimpse of what 
was to come as early as 
1978, when it commissioned 
the Roper organization to 
survey Americans about 
smoking and discovered that 
the nonsmokers’ rights 
argument was its greatest 
threat.3  It was. The shift from 
smokers to bystanders solidly 
reframed tobacco and the monies from excise taxes provided health advocates with the resources 
to shout about it. 
	
As a result, we have witnessed a fundamental shift in tobacco control that reinforces a public health 
approach. Tobacco has been redefined from an individual problem called smoking to a public issue 
called tobacco, from a focus on blaming the smoker to a focus on the role of industry and the 
government. Consequently, strategies are now directed toward creating rules that hold the tobacco 
industry disproportionately, but fairly, accountable for the death and disability it has caused. A new 
definition of the problem exposed the limits of the norm of individual responsibility, challenged the 
market justice ethic driving public policy, and made room for a shift toward collective solutions rooted 
in policy. The commitment to denormalize industry practices was reinforced by advocates who were 
not afraid to challenge well-established norms and powerful multi-national corporations and 
recalcitrant politicians, even before the discoveries made in formerly- secret tobacco industry 
documents that verified everything public health advocates suspected about the lengths the industry 
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would go to pursue profits despite the high levels of death and disease tobacco wrought.  Public 
health is, arguably, a long way from completing its task, but surely, the tide has turned and we are 
headed toward a world with less tobacco, not more.4 
	
Tobacco is not an isolated case.  In many instances, public health approaches to improve social and 
physical environments has included direct and aggressive advocacy to change industry practices: 
childhood lead poisoning advocates focused on housing   and getting lead out of gasoline; the auto 
industry was pressured to change cars and roads while Mothers Against Drunk Driving insisted 
states enact laws about alcohol; in the 1990s, local campaigns in California succeeded in eliminating 
junk guns and restricting firearm purchases; and now we are seeing increasing attention to the 
sugary beverage and fast food industries. Comparisons to tobacco are popular because the tactics 
and success are clear, but any population-based approach to improving health is likely to include 
attention to all the actors who are implicated in the problem and can influence the solution, including 
industry. There are no examples in public health where individual behavior change alone solved a 
population-level problem. 
	

III. MEDIA ADVOCACY: WHEN THE PURPOSE IS POLICY 
 
Tobacco control advocates developed media advocacy, the strategic use of mass media to support 

community organizing and 
policy advocacy, to help the 
field seize the symbols of the 
debate, highlight industry 
misdeeds and support the role 
of government to address the 
problem with policy.  
 
Media advocacy is a highly 
strategic approach to support 
community organizing and 
policy advocacy that 
emphasizes framing; it is not 
simply media relations. 

 

A key distinction between media 
advocacy and other health 
communications is that media 
advocacy’s target is not the 
person with the health problem 
but the decision maker with the 
power to change the conditions 
that can prevent early death, 
disease, and injury.5 Media 
advocates use the whole range 
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of media tactics but focus on news because their targets are often policy makers. Their goal is to 
activate participation in democracy, not deliver consumers a message. Media tactics emphasize 
news coverage and paid advertising to support policy goals. 

 
In practice, different approaches can be used together, but the danger is that because delivering 
educational messages to individuals to encourage behavior change is not controversial, the 
message will never get to the policy and the campaign won’t build power. A local health department 
“Rethink Your Drink” campaign to reduce sugary beverage consumption will be used to greater effect 
if, for example, at the same time advocates are pursing policies to reduce availability of sugary 
beverages. 
 
Media advocacy’s guiding principle is that you can’t have a media strategy without an overall 
strategy. The policy goal drives the communication, not the other way around. Questions about what 
to say, for example, can only be answered in terms of the specific solution dictated by the overall 
strategy. Media advocacy insists that any message land on a distinct policy ask (or be in support of 
one even if it’s not explicitly mentioned, sometimes called “air cover for ground troops”). In tobacco 
control that could mean policies related to raising the price or the age to purchase or reducing 
exposure to secondhand smoke, among others; for climate change, it might mean any of the policies 
being pursued by comate change advocates.6 
 

IV. FRAMING: THERE IS NO BLANK SLATE 
 
“Framing” refers to how an idea or issue is defined, portrayed, and understood. Frames operate at 
the cognitive level, consciously or unconsciously, to construct meaning7 by promoting “a particular 
problem definition, causal 
interpretation, moral evaluation, 
and/or treatment 
recommendation for the item 
described.”8 
 

Framing has been a key focus of 
media advocacy since tobacco 
control advocates successfully 
shifted attention from individual 
smokers to industry and 
government. Since then, deeper 
investigations into framing have 
revealed consistent patterns that 
challenge public health 
advocates. For example, in the 
United States,  the  first 
language9 for understanding 
and solving problems is a default 
frame that emphasizes an 
individual’s personal responsibility rather than collective responsibility for the social and physical 
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conditions that influence health.  Public health advocates often have to reframe issues beyond an 
individual perspective to show that, beyond personal responsibility, where people live, work, and play 
greatly affects health. Media advocacy aims to reframe stories framed as “portraits” focused narrowly 
on individuals or events   to those framed as “landscapes” that can reveal the context—the social, 
physical, economic and  historical  conditions,  systems  and  structures—surrounding  individuals 
and events and their related policy  solutions.10 
	
Advanced investigations into framing from scholars like George Lakoff11 and Jonathan Haidt12 

emphasize the importance of articulating the values behind the frame. The fight against tobacco can 
be seen as one successful example of shifting values from the primacy of the market and business 
as usual for tobacco companies to health and   shared responsibility. The rubric that Dan 
Beauchamp used to explain public health’s imperative to focus on social justice can be summarized 
by ideas from Jared Bernstein who describes this fundamental American economic framework as a 
tension between values that say “You’re on Your Own” to those that say “We’re in this together.”13 
 
We could trace this identical pattern in debates on other public health issues, from seat belts to soda 
in schools. The reframing challenge is always the same though it has to be renewed, reinterpreted 
and reinvigorated in each new debate and campaign. For example, BMSG’s studies of news 
coverage show that public health advocates are good at     explaining the complexities around the 
rise in childhood obesity----almost too good. Many advocates elucidated the problem in detail but 
failed to focus in on the importance of   policy changes such as eliminating selling soda in 
schools.14,15 Perhaps inadvertently, or perhaps because it’s easier or less controversial, they 
reinforce individualized notions of  the problem which makes it harder to justify broad-based 
environmental solutions and shared responsibility for health.16 
 

V. LESSONS AND QUESTIONS FOR CLIMATE CHANGE COMMUNICATIONS 
 
While tobacco isn’t nearly as complicated as climate change, we can still derive lessons for 
communications, particularly on strategy and framing. These five stand out for me. 
 
Policy strategy dictates message, not the other way around. Research shows that 
communications campaigns are more successful when they are integrated with community action.17 

Our experience working across issues over two decades is that successful advocates work 
backwards from policy and community organizing goals to figure out their message. They stay 
focused. They build power locally. They articulate their values. There will be a tendency to gravitate 
toward tactics (Should we use entertainment strategies? Paid advertising?) but it will be impossible 
to know which tactics will be useful outside of an overall strategy. The strategy won’t cover 
everything because it has to be specific to the place and time but ideally it will also, if successful, be 
a step on the path toward the larger goal. Soda taxes won’t help get healthier meals in schools, but 
advocacy for both can elevate the importance of creating environments 

that support health. The lesson from tobacco has been to focus upstream on policy and to 
denormalize tobacco industry behavior and support the role of government to rein in that behavior. 
 
There is no blank slate. Republican language guru Frank Lutz calls it the Paul Simon principle of 
politics: “A man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest.”18    Lakoff would talk about it 
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a little differently but arrive at the same place: the frames that have developed over our lifetimes are 
the filters through which we interpret everything, and American frames are stubbornly individualist. 
When presented with problems like climate change, the starting point for most people will be that this 
is a problem that individuals can solve themselves, without involvement from government. Even if 
they believe the problem is systemic, people will go first to individual solutions.19 The health 
argument won’t counter this tendency. When employing a health argument, and in every other 
instance, a climate change communications strategy will confront a starting point that minimizes the 
importance of policy and environments. A key challenge will be identifying the frames that can 
elevate interconnection and make it easier to illustrate   the landscape. Research could help climate 
change advocates identify and reinforce shared values among allies, even when they are advocating 
for different policies or with different constituencies.20 
 
Bring health equity to the fore. Public health problems are not evenly distributed across the 
population; in most cases, people from communities of color and low-income communities suffer 
more. One failing of tobacco control has been its lackluster attention to racial equity which we saw 
most recently when tobacco advocates agreed to outlaw every tobacco flavoring except menthol, 
favored by African American smokers.21 While we celebrate the focused attention in tobacco control 
to policy, which certainly benefitted low-income communities and communities of color, we also have 
to recognize that the policy wins came first and most often in white communities and the movement’s   
resources  have  not  been  equitably  shared.22   This is a lesson  that  climate  change activists 
should take to heart, especially given the global inequities at play. The social justice underpinnings 
of public health dictate that strategy and messages can’t come down from on high—those affected 
most by the problem must have a seat at the table determining first the policy priorities and then the 
messages that follow. Community organizing and building power is key.23 Building power can be 
facilitated with training and support so people can make the case effectively about health in the 
global context of climate change. 
 
Build and support an infrastructure for advocacy. In the 50 years since the first Surgeon 
General’s report on tobacco, we have seen a robust tobacco control movement grow from local, 
specific campaigns to a force across the globe. Different sectors play different roles and there is 
disagreement, but there is also progress. It is a chaotic, iterative process: researchers study what 
works, investigate policy options and legal ramifications. Advocates develop a policy menu, set the 
agenda for professional organizations, research institutions and policy makers. They organize and 
argue and advocate around those policies. Funders support intermediary organizations to coordinate 
the work and they support “boots on the ground” to carry it out. 
Communications support can include policy analyses and policy briefs, talking points, media 
advocacy training, journalist training, and message testing. Now it supports application to social 
media. The question for climate change might be, with all the excellent work done to date, is climate 
change communications already on the right path? Rather than creating a new message or even a 
new policy menu, is the need more for training and capacity building to equip advocates to bring the 
work to scale through organizing and advocacy? 
 
Question, test, and reassess. As the tobacco issue matured, so did the techniques and knowledge 
advocates used to address it. Modern campaigns like “truth” applied millions of dollars for message 
research and got increasingly sophisticated with policy and media advocacy. Climate change is far 
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more complex, a “wicked problem”24 where politics may have more sway than science, and where 
our science isn’t always up to the task. For example, public health suffers from a proximity problem: 
the further upstream you go, the harder it is to connect our immediate action to alleviating the 
problem, whether we are talking about chronic disease or climate change. A health message per se 
may not be as powerful as demonstrating that the policies people are calling for will make a 
difference. It may be that for climate change the real message problem will be helping people see 
that incremental steps will make a difference. The urgency of the icecaps melting may be 
extinguished by the fact that, as a recent New York Times story put it, “Nobody alive today, nor even 
their grandchildren, would live to see such a calamity unfold given the time the melting would 
take.”25 
 

VI. CONCLUSION:  NO MAGIC WORDS 
 
The promise of communications can be intoxicating and distracting. The environmental movement 
has certainly communicated effectively by many measures—they transformed a whole color so that 
now “green” means “healthy for the planet.” But those efforts have not yet convinced enough policy 
makers about the actions we need to take to avoid climate disaster. What we say about it is 
important; as many strategists would advise, we must be disciplined about choosing our words and 
repeating them. But as the history of public health also teaches, message is but one part of the 
puzzle, not always the most important part and never the first part of what should be considered. If 
we take the lessons from tobacco control to heart, we will need media advocacy that focuses on    
policy and equips a growing cadre of citizens who have diverse backgrounds, life experiences and 
expertise, with the skills and courage to take command of the debate. 
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Paper	by	Cara	Pike,	Executive	Director,	Climate	Access	
 

CLIMATE	COMMUNICATION	TRENDS	AND	LESSONS	LEARNED	
Developed	by	Climate	Access	on	Behalf	of	the	PHI,	Fall	2015	

	
Climate	disruption	is	potentially	the	most	unprecedented	risk	that	humanity	has	faced.	
From	energy	use,	to	food	production	and	health	care,	our	life-sustaining	practices	are	both	
vulnerable	to	the	impacts	of	a	changing	climate	and	contribute	to	carbon	emissions	that	
drive	them.	Added	to	the	‘wickedness’	of	the	problem	is	political	polarization,	the	influence	
of	the	fossil	fuel	industry,	lack	of	urgency	and	relevancy	with	the	public,	and	relative	
immaturity	of	the	climate	communication	field.	Nonetheless,	Americans	largely	accept	
there	is	a	problem	and	despite	their	sense	of	fatalism,	are	overall	supportive	of	action.	
Many	wonder	about	changes	taking	place	around	them	and	how	these	trends	affect	things	
they	care	about.	Health	leaders	are	among	society’s	most	trusted	messengers	and	can	help	
connect	the	dots	between	this	global	issue	and	what	it	means	for	individuals.(1)	
	
The	following	is	a	short	overview	of	some	key	climate	communication	efforts	to	date,	and	
barriers	faced	in	advancing	decision-maker	and	public	support	for	climate	policies.	It	
includes	lessons	learned	and	remaining	challenges	in	forwarding	action	on	climate	change	
and	its	health	implications.		
	
The	Evolving	Climate	Conversation	
	
The	Manufactured	Uncertainty	Debate	
Human-caused	climate	change	emerged	on	the	public	agenda	in	the	mid-to-late	1980s,	and	
communication	was	focused	on	sharing	scientific	findings.	As	the	implications	became	
better	understood	and	the	conversation	expanded	to	the	need	to	cut	greenhouse	gas	
emissions,	those	with	a	direct	stake	in	carbon-heavy	economic	interests	took	a	play	from	
the	tobacco	playbook	and	launched	misinformation	campaigns	aimed	at	increasing	
uncertainty	of	scientific	evidence	and	consensus.(2)	The	effort	peaked	in	2009	with	the	
“Climategate”	scandal	where	climate	scientists	at	the	University	of	East	Anglia	were	
accused	of	manipulating	climate	data	included	in	the	2007	IPCC	(Intergovernmental	Panel	
on	Climate	Change)	report.	While	the	claims	were	debunked,	the	public	remains	largely	
unaware	that	the	majority	of	scientists	human-caused	climate	change	is	happening.(3)	
	
Thanks	to	greater	investments	in	communication	support,	the	tone	began	to	shift	with	the	
release	of	the	next	IPCC	report	in	2014.	Although	“uncertain	science”	was	still	a	dominant	
theme	in	U.S.	and	UK	media	coverage,	a	“settled	science”	frame	that	emphasized	consensus	
and	the	need	for	action	rivaled	it.(4)	Despite	pushback	from	conservative	media,	the	
release	of	the	National	Climate	Assessment	in	2014	also	garnered	widespread	media	
coverage	of	how	communities	across	the	country	are	being	impacted	by	climate	change.	
Both	the	IPCC	and	NCA	releases	relied	on	network	organizing	structures	for	generating	and	
managing	funds,	commissioning	and	sharing	research,	developing	common	framing	
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approaches,	training	scientists	and	non-scientist	spokespersons	and	coordinating	outreach	
strategies.		
	
The	challenge	of	manufactured	uncertainty	has	not	gone	away,	however,	the	recent	update	
of	the	AP	Style	Book	suggests	media	are	increasingly	accepting	the	existence	of	climate	
disruption	based	on	sound	science	as	a	basic	fact.	This	is	critical	because	most	Americans	
hear	about	global	warming	through	the	media.(5)		
	
Manufactured	Uncertainty	and	Issue	Polarization	
The	conservative	movement	has	been	part	of	the	effort	to	discredit	climate	science.	Besides	
denying	the	existence	of	the	problem,	conservative	arguments	for	inaction	include:	climate	
change	is	not	man-made	(i.e.	humans	cannot	cause	such	a	large	scale	change	and/or	carbon	
is	natural	and	good	for	us);	if	it	is	occurring,	it	won’t	be	that	threatening;	and	the	solutions	
being	proposed	by	environmentalists	are	the	real	concern	(i.e.	too	much	regulation,	job-
killing	policies,	etc.).(6)	Unsurprisingly,	political	ideology	is	a	key	determinant	of	how	
Americans	view	climate	disruption.	The	trend	has	shown	Democrats	as	largely	supportive	
of	climate	action	and	Republicans	taking	the	opposite	position.(7)	However,	recent	
research	suggests	this	gap	is	closing	and	many	Republicans	–	particularly	liberal	and	
moderate	–	increasingly	support	climate	action.(8)	
	
Opening	climate	conversations	by	focusing	on	local,	observable	climate	impacts	rather	than	
debating	the	science	can	help	overcome	polarization	and	build	support	for	action	across	
ideologies	and	worldviews.(9)	This	approach	places	the	audience	at	the	core	of	the	
outreach	strategy,	beginning	with	impacts	most	relevant	to	their	interests,	and	bridging	to	
climate	change	over	time	through	dialogue	and	other	interactive	and	peer-supported	
outreach	methods.	For	example,	the	Union	of	Concerned	Scientists	and	Viewpoint	Learning	
found	that	involving	community	members	in	a	dialogue	about	current	and	future	sea	level	
rise	impact	and	response	scenarios	allowed	differences	in	opinion	to	be	addressed	and	
increased	concern.	(10)	
	
Majorities	Accept	Yet	the	Challenge	Remains	Distant	in	Time	and	Relevance	
The	public’s	ability	to	understand	climate	risks	is	limited	when	the	causes	are	largely	
invisible	and	impacts	seem	distant.(11)		This	creates	a	“not	me,	not	here,	not	now”	barrier	
as	most	American	believe	global	warming	is	impacting	plants	and	animals	and	people	in	
developing	countries,	but	not	their	community	or	themselves.(12)	Expert	spokespeople	
debating	technical	policy	and	scientific	details	have	dominated	the	climate	communication	
landscape	in	the	United	States	and	while	this	is	starting	to	change,	it’s	let	many	unclear	
about	what	means	for	their	lives,	and	their	role	in	responding.	(13)		A	rise	in	increase	in	
extreme	weather	events	is	causing	alarm	and	while	the	connection	is	not	always	made	to	
climate	change,	these	events	are	providing	teachable	moments	around	the	climate	trends	
behind	them.	While	the	health	impacts	of	climate	change	do	not	come	to	mind	to	most,	
when	raised,	Americans	are	generally	concerned.(14)	People	largely	support	the	idea	for	
preparing	for	impact	(current	and	anticipated),	given	the	task	given	the	task	will	only	
become	more	difficult	and	expensive	if	we	wait.(15)		
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Local	governments	in	particular	are	leveraging	impact	events	to	increase	engagement	in	
climate	planning	efforts.	For	example,	the	City	of	Baltimore’s	award	winning	adaptation	
strategy	included	the	“Make	a	Plan,	Build	a	Kit,	Come	Together”	initiative	that	motivated	
community	members	to	join	the	city	in	creating	emergency	kits	and	neighborhood	
response	plans.	(16)	The	City	of	Seattle	is	equipping	local	nonprofit	organizations	with	
strong	community	ties	with	the	tools	and	resources	they	need	to	communicate	about	
climate	disruption	with	their	networks.	Outreach	strategies	include	community-visioning	
sessions	that	use	neighborhood	impact	and	solution	scenarios,	enabling	community	
members	to	explore	risks	and	options,	and	provide	input	into	planning	decisions.		
	
Despite	some	early	successes,	much	is	still	to	be	learned	about	how	to	effectively	build	
links	between	extreme	weather	impacts	and	climate	disruption.	This	includes	questions	
around	how	to	promote	media	coverage	that	connects	the	dots;	how	to	use	scenarios,	
visualizations,	dialogues	and	other	tools	to	engage	at	the	community	level	(17);	ensuring	an	
equity	lens	is	applied	to	outreach	and	engagement	efforts;	and	looking	beyond	extreme	
weather	events	to	more	subtle	climate	shifts,	such	as	extended	allergy	seasons,	and	
implications	for	public	health.	(18)		
	
Acceptance	Sets	in,	Along	with	Climate	Fatalism	and	the	Need	for	Solutions	
Even	those	who	accept	the	threat	of	climate	disruption	feel	fatalistic	about	our	willingness	
to	make	necessary	changes.(19)	While	Americans	want	to	move	away	from	fossil	fuels	and	
largely	support	solutions	such	as	solar	and	wind	energy,	they	often	don’t	see	them	as	
immediate	alternatives.	(20)	Overcoming	fatalism	in	climate	communication	is	critical	as	
social	change	research	shows	that	balancing	a	problem	with	realistic	hope	is	critical	to	
increasing	a	sense	of	efficacy	(21).	Addressing	fatalism	involves	both	presenting	a	viable	
path	forward	as	well	as	engaging	through	dialogue	and	other	peer	based	communication	
approaches	mentioned	above	that	can	provide	emotional	support	when	people	become	
overwhelmed	by	the	scale	of	the	challenge.	
	
Unfortunately,	climate	communication	efforts	in	the	United	States	have	largely	focused	on	
the	threat	to	the	exclusion	of	the	solutions	side	of	the	narrative(22).	Environmental	
organizations	are	beginning	to	address	this	gap	by	connecting	fossil	fuel	supply	to	clean	
energy	advocacy	campaigns	(23)	while	organizations	(i.e.	the	Solutions	Project)	are	
dedicated	to	advancing	renewables.	States	and	municipalities	such	as	Vancouver,	British	
Columbia,	also	launching	programs	to	cut	carbon	and	increase	the	use	of	renewable	energy.	
These	sub-national	and	local	efforts	have	helped	drive	momentum	around	climate	action	in	
the	face	of	slower	moving	federal	and	international	policy	efforts.			
	
As	with	climate	impacts,	equity	issues	are	central	to	the	debate	around	climate	and	clean	
energy	solutions.	Environmental	and	social	justice	organizations	played	a	key	role	in	
shaping	the	final	Clean	Power	Plan,	which	recognizes	the	need	for	justice	assessments	and	
provides	incentives	to	accelerate	access	to	energy	efficiency	and	clean	energy	solutions	for	
low-income	communities.	Significant	barriers	remain,	as	arguments	against	clean	energy	
are	often	made	based	on	fears	of	high	costs	and	the	impact	on	low-income	utility	
ratepayers.		
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Renewed	Efforts	to	Make	the	Economic	Case	
The	failure	to	pass	a	cap	and	trade	policy	in	the	Senate	in	2010	prompted	the	
environmental	community	to	reconsider	its	strategies.	Analysis	shows	that	groups	failed	to	
adequately	organize	at	the	community	level,	opting	instead	to	craft	policy	behind	closed	
doors	in	Washington	DC.	Additionally,	they	played	to	public	opinion	rather	than	shaping	it	
(i.e.	arguing	for	green	jobs	and	reducing	dependence	on	foreign	oil	and	ignoring	climate	
change).(24)	Investments	in	grassroots	organizing	increased	as	a	result	(i.e.	350.org).	
Attention	also	shifted	to	protesting	against	Keystone	XL	and	other	pipeline	projects	as	a	
way	to	create	urgency	and	localize	climate	risk,	and	ultimately	generate	policy	uncertainty	
by	removing	the	social	license	for	oil	development.	One	could	argue	these	campaigns	
contribute	to	issue	polarization	yet	at	the	same	time,	pipeline	projects	have	stalled	in	large	
part	due	to	public	opposition.(25)	
	
Investment	firms	and	organizations	introduced	“unburnable	carbon”	and	“stranded	carbon	
assets”	into	the	conversation	and	the	Risky	Business	report	gained	major	media	coverage	by	
presenting	the	economic	risks	of	climate	change.	These	concepts	continue	to	be	amplified	
by	financial	leaders	including	the	head	of	the	Bank	of	England.	Tom	Steyer,	a	hedge	fund	
manager,	founded	Next	Generation	and	invested	approximately	$70	million	in	the	last	mid-
term	election.	32%	of	the	races	they	invested	in	resulted	in	climate	friendly	candidates	and	
this	may	be	considered	a	failure,	the	investment	was	at	a	new	level	for	the	environmental	
community	and	may	take	several	election	cycles	before	benefits	are	clear.(26)	
	
As	part	of	making	the	economic	case,	divestment	campaigns	have	gained	ground,	shifting	
approximately	$2.6	trillion	out	of	fossil	fuels	by	encouraging	443	institutions	to	divest	to	
date.	(27)	Modeled	after	anti-apartheid	divestment	campaigns,	these	efforts	are	being	
advanced	with	universities,	foundations,	and	public	pension	funds	in	particular.	Still	
relatively	new,	the	ongoing	financial	and	carbon	reduction	outcomes	will	be	important	to	
watch.			
	
	Increasing	Cross-Movement	Organizing	Efforts	
As	many	groups	turned	to	new	organizing	strategies	in	the	wake	of	the	failed	cap-and-trade	
bill,	they	have	sought	to	diversify	and	expand	their	base	by	reframing	climate	change	as	an	
economic	and	social	justice	issue.	Last	year’s	People’s	Climate	March,	the	largest	rally	of	its	
kind,	was	a	result	of	cross-movement	organizing	that	included	more	than	1,000	
environmental,	union,	justice,	faith,	civil	rights,	indigenous	and	many	other	organizations.		
	
This	kind	of	big	tent	approach,	or	“movement	of	movements”,	is	a	fairly	new	approach	to	
climate	advocacy	and	yet	already	seeing	success	in	other	places,	such	as	the	March	for	Jobs,	
Justice	&	the	Climate	in	Toronto	this	summer.	By	acknowledging	the	intersection	between	
traditional	climate	issues	(environmental	degradation,	etc.)	and	human	impacts	(health	
risks,	job	insecurity,	food	shortages,	forced	migration,	community	resilience,	etc.),	this	
approach	to	climate	organizing	includes	a	greater	number	of	voices	and	communities	–	
particularly	vulnerable	communities,	communities	of	color	and	those	on	the	frontline	of	
climate	impacts.	This	strategy	is	also	helping	tap	greater	levels	of	support	for	climate	action	
in	non-white	communities,	such	as	among	American	Latinos.	(28)	
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The	Amplification	of	the	Moral	Call	to	Action	
	
Faith	based	organizations	are	adding	their	voice	to	the	call	for	climate	action	and	promote	
the	idea	of	caring	for	future	generations	as	well	as	those	most	vulnerable	to	climate	
impacts,	both	in	the	United	States	as	well	as	developing	countries.(29)	Remarks	delivered	
by	Pope	Francis	in	the	June	encyclical,	as	well	as	during	his	recent	visit	to	the	United	States,	
have	significantly	amplified	the	moral	imperative	to	address	climate	change.	His	remarks	
also	polarized	the	American	political	debate,	promoting	major	attacks	by	conservative	
media.(30)	A	survey	conducted	after	the	release	of	the	encyclical	showed	that	while	most	
Catholics	had	not	heard	about	the	pope’s	stance	on	climate	change,	they	were	largely	
supportive	of	him	taking	a	position	and	consider	the	issue	religious	and/or	social	in	nature.	
The	Pope’s	visit	to	New	York	also	received	major	media	attention	and	may	influence	future	
research	findings.	(31)	
	
Opportunities	to	Advance	Climate	Engagement	
	
The	practice	of	climate	communication	has	a	lot	to	learn	from	the	public	health	sector	yet	
there	are	best	practices	that	can	be	gleaned	and	applied	to	climate	health	framing	and	
outreach	efforts.		
	
Start	with	where	people	are	at.	Most	Americans	are	more	concerned	about	their	health	
and	the	well-being	of	those	they	care	about	than	climate	change.	(32)	Identify	tangible	risks	
facing	the	public,	and	link	these	risks	to	climate	disruption	over	time.		

Move	beyond	facts	to	values.	Tap	core	American	values	such	as	the	importance	of	being	
prepared,	security,	caring	others,	and	leaving	the	world	a	better	place	for	the	next	
generation.	(33)	

Frame	uncertainty	as	a	reason	to	act.	Reframe	uncertainty	as	a	reason	why	immediate	
measures	should	be	taken.	Given	the	range	of	possible	health	impacts	that	could	worsen	
over	time	if	left	unchecked,	it’s	safest	to	act	now	before	it	becomes	too	difficult,	costly	or	
even	impossible.	(34)	

Balance	threats	by	pivoting	to	solutions.	Pivot	from	the	threat	to	real-world	examples	of	
actions	and	policies	that	can	reduce	the	risk	of	climate	impacts.	Provide	a	clear	sense	of	
how	actions	can	make	a	difference	and	are	in	line	with	existing	values	including	the	
importance	of	health	and	well-being.(35)	

Use	compelling	visuals	and	stories.	Powerful	images	illustrate	how	a	nebulous	concept	
like	climate	change	is	affecting	the	lives	of	Americans	in	tangible	ways.	Stories	help	
humanize	statistics	and	data,	conveying	the	emotions,	concern	and	hope	needed	to	move	
people	from	disinterest	to	concern	to	action.	
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Illustrate	trends	with	scenarios.	People	process	risk	more	effectively	when	they	actively	
co-explore	risks	and	responses	rather	than	having	them	prescribed.	(36)	

Facilitate	community	conversations	and	peer-based	outreach.	Community	
conversations	and	peer-based	campaigns	create	spaces	for	people	to	co-	explore	climate-
related	impacts	and	responses	and	provide	opportunities	to	listen	to	community	concerns.		

Amplify	outreach	through	networks.	Broad	and	diverse	engagement	requires	health	
advocates	from	a	range	of	backgrounds	and	communities	to	activate	their	own	
constituencies.		

Conclusion	
	
It	is	clear	there	is	an	opportunity	to	increase	public	awareness	of	and	engagement	in	
responding	to	climate	disruption	by	focusing	on	tangible,	near	term	relevant	risks	
including	impacts	to	health.	To	leverage	that	opportunity,	climate	and	health	leaders	must	
work	together	to	determine	how	to	increase	awareness	of	the	health	impacts	of	climate	
disruption,	create	a	distilled	set	of	actions	that	public	health	leaders	and	the	public	can	take	
to	respond,	and	develop	tools	and	training	for	health	professionals	to	increase	their	
comfort	and	capacity	in	communicating	about	climate	disruption.		
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