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Risk Communication, Public Engagement, and Climate
Change: A Role for Emotions

Sabine Roeser∗

This article discusses the potential role that emotions might play in enticing a lifestyle that
diminishes climate change. Climate change is an important challenge for society. There is a
growing consensus that climate change is due to our behavior, but few people are willing to
significantly adapt their lifestyle. Empirical studies show that people lack a sense of urgency:
they experience climate change as a problem that affects people in distant places and in a
far future. Several scholars have claimed that emotions might be a necessary tool in commu-
nication about climate change. This article sketches a theoretical framework that supports
this hypothesis, drawing on insights from the ethics of risk and the philosophy of emotions.
It has been shown by various scholars that emotions are important determinants in risk per-
ception. However, emotions are generally considered to be irrational states and are hence
excluded from communication and political decision making about risky technologies and cli-
mate change, or they are used instrumentally to create support for a position. However, the
literature on the ethics of risk shows that the dominant, technocratic approach to risk misses
the normative-ethical dimension that is inherent to decisions about acceptable risk. Emotion
research shows that emotions are necessary for practical and moral decision making. These
insights can be applied to communication about climate change. Emotions are necessary for
understanding the moral impact of the risks of climate change, and they also paradigmatically
provide for motivation. Emotions might be the missing link in effective communication about
climate change.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Climate change is one of the major challenges
facing the world in the 21st century (and beyond).
There is a growing consensus that climate change is
due to our behavior, but few people are willing to
significantly adapt their lifestyle in order to reduce
their ecological footprint. Several scholars have pro-
posed that emotions might play a role in enticing
a lifestyle that diminishes climate change. This ar-
ticle will support this idea by providing a theoreti-
cal framework according to which emotions can be
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a source of practical wisdom and motivation, draw-
ing on insights from recent emotion research from
psychology and philosophy and connecting it with re-
search about the role of emotions in climate change
communication.

Emotions are important determinants in risk
perception. Yet, emotions are generally excluded
from communication and political decision making
about risky technologies and climate change, or they
are used instrumentally to create support for a po-
sition. However, this article presents a framework
that shows that emotions can play a vital role in
moral judgments about risks, and they also paradig-
matically provide for motivation. Emotions might be
the missing link in effective communication about
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climate change. By providing theoretical foundations
about the importance of emotions in practical and
moral decision making, this article lends additional
strength to the findings of empirical climate commu-
nication scholars.

2. EMOTIONS AND CLIMATE CHANGE

Climate change is an extremely urgent problem
that presumably will affect the environment for gen-
erations to come, and it will also have effects on the
health and way of life of present and future gener-
ations (cf . Hulme(1) and Moser(2) for reviews of the
literature on climate change). Despite the fact that
many people are aware of this, they seem to be
unwilling to adapt their behavior. Sheppard states
that “there is an alarming gap between awareness
and action on climate change.”(3) Several researchers
who study the perceptions that people have of cli-
mate change have stated that people lack a sense of
urgency.(4,5) A recurring theme in explanations of
this lack of urgency is the lack of personal, emotional
involvement with the possible effects of climate
change:(6) “most Americans lack vivid, concrete, and
personally relevant affective images of climate
change.”(7)

Lorenzoni and Pidgeon(5) argue that people feel
like their own contribution would be futile; people
demand action on a collective-policy level instead.
However, we should note that at least in demo-
cratic societies, public policies are driven by the pref-
erences and demands of citizens. It could be the
easy way out for people to claim that the govern-
ment should take care of policies to address climate
change. It is arguably necessary that citizens put this
topic on the political agenda and show that they
are supportive of policies that might require sacri-
fices from the public. Yet, it is doubtful whether
there currently is indeed such support, as Leiserowitz
found that “the public largely supported policy ac-
tion at the national and international levels, but op-
posed two tax policies that would directly affect
them.”(4) Leiserowitz(4,7) and also Meijnders et al. ex-
plain this reluctance to make sacrifices by the fact
that people perceive the risks of climate change to be
remote:

The farther away in time and space people think a threat
is, and the more difficult it is for them to visualize the
threat, the less involved they are . . . This nicely captures
one of the key challenges in climate change policy: How
to legitimize drastic policy measures against a problem
as “far away” and as “abstract” as climate change.(8)

Because of this problem, Elke Weber(9) argues
that risk communication strategies should explicitly
appeal to emotions, but in a careful way. Similarly,
Meijnders et al.(8) argue that communication about
climate change should appeal more directly to feel-
ings such as fear. Now it might be argued that ap-
peal to emotions and feelings such as fear is rather
tricky, as feelings and emotions are generally seen
as irrational and biased states that are inferior to
rational forms of information processing. However,
Meijnders et al. think that this is not the case:

The present study may contribute to the ethical debate
by showing that fear appeals do not result in thoughtless
acceptance of whatever is suggested. On the contrary,
fear appeals may stimulate people to think and to be
critical decision makers.(8)

This is the idea that I will develop in more de-
tail in this article. My aim is to contribute to the dis-
cussion about emotions and climate change in the
risk communication literature from a philosophical,
conceptual, and normative perspective. I will argue
that rather than being a threat to rational delibera-
tion about climate change, emotions are a necessary
source of reflection and insight concerning the moral
impact of climate change. In addition, emotional en-
gagement also leads to a higher degree of motivation
than a detached, rational stance on climate change.
Hence, emotions might be the missing link in com-
munication about climate change, in a two-fold way:
they lead us to more awareness of the problems and
to being motivated to do something about climate
change.

I will first discuss the role of emotions in risk
perception and risk communication in general. I will
then argue in more detail how emotions might con-
tribute to a more thorough understanding of the
moral impact of climate change. Accordingly, I will
address the importance of emotion in communica-
tion about climate change and the role emotions play
in moral motivation in general, and in the case of cli-
mate change specifically.

3. RISK AND EMOTION

It is generally taken for granted that emotions,
specifically those of laypeople, are irrational and
distort political decision making about risks. How-
ever, there is growing evidence that this view is
unjustified.

Empirical research by Paul Slovic and others
shows that emotions are a major determinant in risk
perception (they call this the “affect heuristic” or
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“risk as feeling”;(10−13) cf . Lerner and Keltner(14) for
the different roles that specific emotions can play
in risk perception). Most researchers in this field
assume that reason and emotion are distinct fac-
ulties (dual process theory).(15−22) Slovic(23) writes
that emotion and reason can interact and that we
should take the emotions of the public seriously since
they convey meaning. Yet, other scholars think that
emotions should be excluded from decision mak-
ing about risk(24) or that they should at most be ac-
cepted as an unfortunate fact of life(25,26) or used
instrumentally in order to create acceptance for a
technology.(27,28)

However, there is reason to doubt that such
a strict dichotomy between reason and emotion is
correct.(29,30) Various philosophers and psychologists
have argued that we need emotions in order to be
practically rational.(31−42) According to some forms
of so-called cognitive theories of emotions, emotions
are judgments of value.(33,43) Emotions are cogni-
tive and affective at the same time.(44,45) Emotions
provide us with privileged epistemic access to moral
values, especially when it comes to particular moral
judgments where a complexity of moral considera-
tions needs to be assessed.(46) Such an approach can
show that emotions are an important source of ethi-
cal knowledge about risk.(30,47−51)

As argued by many scholars, risk is not only a
quantitative notion; rather, it also involves ethical
considerations, which are insufficiently addressed in
conventional methods for risk assessment.(52−56) Cur-
rent approaches in risk assessment are based on tech-
nocratic methodologies that leave out explicit reflec-
tion on ethical values. Various scholars have pointed
out that technocratic approaches are far from value-
neutral as these approaches make assumptions as to
which kinds of consequences matter and by focus-
ing only on statistical information.(52−53,55,57) Tech-
nological risks pose important ethical questions,
which need to be explicitly addressed through ethical
reflection.(58)

Cass Sunstein(24,59) argues that emotions lead
to various errors in risk perception, amongst which
is “probability neglect.” However, technocratic ap-
proaches to risk leave out important ethical issues
leading to “complexity neglect.”(60) We need ethi-
cal intuitions and emotions in order to have well-
grounded insights into whether a technological risk
is morally acceptable or not, and how to balance var-
ious moral considerations about risks.(50,61) For ex-
ample, enthusiasm for a technology can point to ben-
efits to our well-being, whereas fear and worry can

indicate that a technology is a threat to our well-
being; sympathy and empathy can give us insights
into a just distribution of risks and benefits, and in-
dignation can be an indication of violations of au-
tonomy by technological risks that are imposed on
us against our will.(50) My this approach provides
for a conceptual and normative framework that sup-
ports Slovic’s claims about the importance of the
emotions and intuitions of the public.(61) The emo-
tions and intuitions of laypeople reflect a broader
view of risks that does include important ethical
considerations.(55,61)

4. EMOTIONS AND UNDERSTANDING THE
MORAL IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE

Even if one accepts that emotion can be a source
of ethical insight, one might think that emotions are
more notoriously misleading than other mental abil-
ities. Disruptive emotions such as mass panics, rage,
jealousy, or uncritical enthusiasm lead people to do
things that are morally wrong.

However, as significant as these examples are,
there are also examples of emotions that contribute
to our moral insight and complement and even cor-
rect rationality. As is shown through the famous
studies by the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio,(42)

purely rational beings without emotions cannot make
proper practical judgments, especially when it comes
to concrete moral judgments in particular situations.
It is wrong to think that only purely rational moral
beliefs can be justified and reflectively scrutinized.
To the contrary, purely rational beliefs can also be
misleading, and emotions can correct such beliefs.
Nussbaum even thinks that “emotions are not only
not more unreliable than intellectual calculations,
but frequently are more reliable, and less deceptively
seductive.”(43)

Here is an example of how a rational belief might
trump our correct moral emotions concerning cli-
mate change and prevent us from doing something
that is morally right. John cares about the environ-
ment and believes that he should fly by plane as little
as possible. However, he might have some acquain-
tance with rational choice theory and game theory,
and those theories might convince him that his small
contribution will not be of much influence. This can
even hold if he is aware that, if everybody thinks
this way, this is what creates the whole problem. Ra-
tionally, John can conclude that if he does not fly,
this will, by itself, not change decisions concerning
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flying of other people.1 Hence, John abandons his
environmentalist attitudes that were initiated by his
care about the environment and adopts a so-called
rationalist stance that convinces him that he is en-
titled to fly by plane. John’s case is an example
where rationality can actually corrupt our appropri-
ate moral emotions. Jane, on the other hand, finds
her care about the environment more important than
John’s rational argument, even though she sees its
logic. Jane’s emotions are recalcitrant, they are con-
trary to our rational judgments and will not cease, al-
though according to a rational argument, we should
not have these emotions. A convinced rationalist
will call such emotions irrational and claim that we
should ignore them, but I think that these emotions
can help us see something that our purely rational
judgments are unable to detect. For example, sympa-
thetic emotions can help to correct egoistic rational
judgments.2 Emotions can enable us to make better
moral judgments, by helping us to reverse our mis-
taken rational judgments.

This idea finds support in empirical work by Paul
Slovic. He has conducted a study that showed that
donations for starving children in Africa increase
when compassion is invoked by the picture of one
starving child, but donations decrease when the pic-
ture is accompanied by statistical information about
the millions of needy children like her in Africa. As
Slovic puts it:

People don’t ignore mass killings because they lack
compassion. Psychological research suggests it’s grim
statistics themselves that paralyze us into inaction.(63)

Slovic’s article has the telling title “Numbed by
Numbers.” Rational information might overwhelm
us with the idea that our efforts will be fruitless. In-
stead, coming face to face with the destiny of a sin-
gle person can successfully evoke a direct sense of
compassion.

In a similar way, statistical information about cli-
mate change can be shrugged away easily as it is ab-
stract and not attached with meaning. As Moser(2)

argues, the case of climate change is especially chal-
lenging as it involves complex and uncertain informa-
tion. Based on Slovic’s work we can say that this can

1 Cf . Lorenzoni and Pidgeon,(5) who describe this attitude
amongst people whom Pidgeon and colleagues have interviewed
in another study; also cf . Moser(2) for similar findings. In ratio-
nal choice theory these kinds of problems are characterized as
prisoner’s dilemmas; John’s behavior could be analyzed as a free-
rider behavior.

2 Cf . Frank,(62) who emphasizes the role that otherregarding emo-
tions can play in overcoming prisoner’s dilemmas.

be overcome by presenting information in a way that
appeals to emotions such as feelings of justice and
sympathy for victims of climate change, in present
and future generations. Complex statistics can be re-
placed or supplemented by understandable, gripping
narratives.(2) This resonates well with the work by
Nussbaum,(43) who emphasizes the role of art and
narrative to expand our capacity to feel compassion
from those that are close by to more distant others.

The question arises how we can distinguish dis-
ruptive emotions from justified or corrective emo-
tions. Rationalists would propose that we need rea-
son to assess emotions. However, as the example of
John showed, reason is not necessarily superior to
emotion. Rather, emotional moral judgments are jus-
tified if they can sustain reflection, but reflection is it-
self a process that requires emotions. In the case of
risk, other-regarding, altruistic emotions can help us
criticize our initial egoistic emotions as in the case of
a NIMBY response.(60) In the case of climate change,
such altruistic emotions can help us care about the
needs and rights of people who are far away, even if
it means that we have to make personal sacrifices by
adopting a more sustainable lifestyle.

However, when it comes to risk, emotional re-
sponses can also be directed at factual rather than
moral aspects of risks. For example, fear3 can be di-
rected at factual aspects of risk, and it can be a ratio-
nal but also an irrational response to risk.(29) An ex-
ample of an irrational response is fear of flying, which
is arguably an irrational emotion given the safety
statistics of air travel. In that case, scientific evidence
is needed to correct emotions, but it has to be pre-
sented in an emotionally accessible way in order to
be effective. This leads me to the next section.

5. MORAL EMOTIONS
AND COMMUNICATION ABOUT
CLIMATE CHANGE

The main goal of risk communication is to inform
the public about risks. However, in the case of cli-
mate change, this gives rise to several problems.

The first problem is that the scientific explana-
tion of climate change is complex and not uncon-
troversial (although cf . Moser(2) for a discussion of
how the idea that the evidence is not uncontrover-
sial might be an artifact of biased communication
and framing through the media). The question arises

3 Or dread or worry; all these notions are used more or less inter-
changeably in the literature on risk and emotion.(29)
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whether it is justified to take action on the grounds
of insecure knowledge. The precautionary principle
addresses this point, taking the stance that it is “bet-
ter to be safe than sorry,” hence to take precaution-
ary measures despite incomplete scientific evidence
(cf . Ahteensuu and Sandin(64) for an overview of the
discussion about the precautionary principle). Here
emotions such as worry and care can play an impor-
tant role by letting us take on responsibility for our
actions and making personal sacrifices, even though
our contribution might be futile or insecure, as in the
case of Jane in the example discussed earlier.

An additional problem is that the way risks are
presented determines, to a large degree, how infor-
mation is understood by the recipient, leading to
distortions, misunderstandings, and biases (“fram-
ing”).(65) Gigerenzer(66) argues that this phenomenon
undermines informed consent, that is, the idea that
autonomous agents can make decisions about the ac-
ceptability of risks based on sound information. In-
tuitions and emotions are generally taken to be an
unreliable source of insight concerning the quanti-
tative aspects of risk.(67,68) However, Gigerenzer(69)

gives evidence that intuitions can be superior to ana-
lytical procedures. Intuitions and emotions are indis-
pensable concerning the ethical aspects of risks.(50,61)

Such ideas can be applied to risk communication. Ex-
perts often accuse the public of being overly fright-
ened of new technologies because they lack the rel-
evant knowledge and are thereby basing their re-
actions on supposedly irrational feelings. However,
in the case of climate change, scientists are presum-
ably more worried than the general public. Experts
need to communicate their emotional-ethical con-
cerns about climate change to the public in addition
to supplying quantitative information. In risk com-
munication, emotions should not be abused for ma-
nipulative purposes; rather, they should be seriously
addressed in order to trigger reflection.(70,71)

Several authors who argue for a more impor-
tant role of emotions in communication about cli-
mate change nevertheless mention that we should
be aware about possible ethical problems with that
approach, as it might lead to manipulation of the
public.(3,8) One might argue that as long as it is
for a greater good (in this case to diminish climate
change and its devastating consequences), manipula-
tion is justified. However, this is a very consequen-
tialist way of reasoning that is ethically dubious, as
it might not respect the autonomy and reflective ca-
pacities of people. Thaler and Sunstein(72) argue that
manipulation is unavoidable; no matter how options

are presented, they frame our choices and behavior.
They argue that given this fact, we should provide
for choice options (”nudges”) that steer us in direc-
tions that we would endorse. However, on the view of
emotions I propose, emotions are not simply manipu-
lative measures. Rather, emotions can enable moral
reflection and deliberation. Recall the earlier quote
from Meijnders et al.,(8) who claim that “fear appeals
may stimulate people to think and to be critical de-
cision makers.” The approach I have outlined in this
article supports this idea. Rather than being a form of
manipulation or nudge, appealing to moral emotions
about climate change can enable more thorough eth-
ical reflection about the impact of climate change.

This means that emotional appeals should not
be limited to alarmist images, but also provide nar-
ratives and portraits of people who undergo the ef-
fects of climate change, and who themselves may not
have had the chance to lead a polluting lifestyle. This
enables critical reflection about one’s own lifestyle
and considerations of justice towards others. By pro-
viding people with concrete narratives, distant others
who can otherwise easily be neglected come uncom-
fortably close by and force oneself to critically assess
one’s own behavior (cf . Spence and Pidgeon(73) for
empirical findings that confirm this). Communication
about climate change should appeal to these reflec-
tive moral emotions as they give rise to critical ethical
reflection.

An additional problem is possibly limited knowl-
edge of consumers. Even if people have the good-
will and commitment to lead a sustainable lifestyle,
they often have limited knowledge of the way prod-
ucts are produced.4 This points to the responsibility
of producers to provide information about produc-
tion processes, which probably has to be enforced
through legislation, next to legislation requiring sus-
tainable production methods. Obviously, not only
consumers have the moral obligation to contribute
to a sustainable world, but industry and politics have
such an obligation just as well. These various actors
depend on each other and can easily pass the buck
around, risking that nothing happens. However, here
again, emotions of compassion with potential victims
and feelings of responsibility can provide a way to
transcend this vicious circle (cf . Roeser(74) about the
emotions of engineers and other experts). Risk com-
munication about climate change should be directed
at the emotions of politicians and people working in
industry as much as of the public.

4 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for addressing this point.
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6. EMOTIONS AS MOTIVATION
FOR CHANGING ENVIRONMENTAL
BEHAVIOR

So far I have argued why emotions are needed
to fully grasp the moral meaning of climate change.
However, it is generally considered to be an in-
trinsic feature of emotions that they are motivating
states.(38−40) This means that integrating emotions in
the debate about climate change can actually serve
two purposes: it can lead to a more thorough under-
standing of the moral impact of climate change, by
sympathizing with its victims and future generations,
but at the same time, it can serve as a more reliable
source of motivation than purely rational, abstract
knowledge about climate change.

I will discuss ideas by the philosopher Linda
Zagzebski about the relation between emotional
moral judgments and motivation.5 Her ideas can help
us to understand how emotional moral judgments
about climate change can lead to changed motiva-
tion and behavior. According to Linda Zagzebski,(45)

emotions are unitary states that have a cognitive and
an affective aspect. On Zagzebski’s theory, cognition
and affect can go together but they need not neces-
sarily do so. Zagzebski speaks of the possibility of
the “thinning” of moral judgments, which means that
they can become less emotional and hence less moti-
vating. She says that “ground level moral judgments”
are the most basic moral experiences on which our
more abstract moral judgments are based. A ground
level moral judgment is directed towards a concrete
case here and now. When we reflect upon a situa-
tion we abstract from a concrete experience, and that
is how the motivating emotion that was there in the
initial judgment gets weaker. The most abstract and
normally least motivating moral judgments concern
general moral principles.6 This means that if the feel-
ing aspect of emotions gets less intense, the motivat-
ing aspect gets less intense as well.

Zagzebski provides us with a plausible account.
If we think of a moral principle, we consider concrete
cases at most very abstractly and perhaps see a pos-
sible situation in our imagination. It does not have
to be a situation that we saw with our own eyes and
that deeply shocked or moved us. Concerning such
an imagined case, we will generally be less moved

5 This section is based on Chapter 5 of my monograph(46) where I
discuss this topic at greater length.

6 Nevertheless, Zagzebski acknowledges the possibility that peo-
ple have motivational responses to abstract moral principles
without necessarily being emotional about them.

and motivated than concerning a case in which we
directly experience something in front of our eyes.
Every day we see countless pictures of wars, famines,
executions, humiliations, and abuses. We rush over
the headings of the newspapers that contain horri-
ble messages, often with no feeling. But this gen-
erally changes when we are eyewitness to a scene
where somebody is mistreated, humiliated, or beaten
(cf . the discussion of Slovic’s empirical findings men-
tioned earlier). In concrete situations, it is very com-
mon that the numbness that takes hold of us because
of the flood of human misery in the media immedi-
ately disappears, allowing for a strong emotional re-
action, an emotion that is at the same time a sharp,
spontaneous, and basic judgment. In paradigmatic
cases, an emotional reaction will lead directly to a de-
sire to intervene, a desire that usually does not occur
in more abstract judgments, for example, after hav-
ing seen a headline in a newspaper.

There is, however, still a potential problem. Fear
can be motivating, by, for example, enticing us to
avoid the fearful object or to change our behav-
ior, but it can also be paralyzing. Roser-Renof and
Maibach(75) point out that using fear messages can be
problematic as they might emphasize the futility of
our efforts. It depends on personal and other circum-
stances how we respond to fear(46) (also cf . Rothman
and Salovey(76) on the complexity of enticing behav-
ior through specific frames). Other emotions can help
to correct such paralyzing emotions.(46) In a similar
vein, Roser-Renof and Maibach(75) argue that in ad-
dition to fear, hope is needed; for example, through
vivid concrete examples. Hulme(1) makes a similar
point by arguing that we should not see climate
change as an insurmountable problem, but rather as
a challenge and as a source of imagination about our
social responsibilities.

Hence, in order to let our moral judgments result
into motivational states, we have to involve our emo-
tional capacities. This means that deliberation and
communication about climate change should inte-
grate moral emotions for two reasons: because moral
emotions lead us to more substantiated moral in-
sights about climate change, and because they pro-
vide for motivation to adapt our behavior.

7. CONCLUSION

The empirical studies cited at the beginning of
this article showed that the problem with the cur-
rent debate about climate change is that it is con-
ducted in too abstract terms, which leads people
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to accept the facts but not to do anything about
them. Several authors have claimed that the debate
about climate change should appeal to emotions to
create a sense of urgency. In this article, I have
sketched a philosophical-theoretical framework that
supports these ideas and provides further theoreti-
cal and normative arguments of how and why emo-
tions should play a role in climate risk communica-
tion: emotions give us a more substantial grasp of the
meaning of morally relevant considerations about cli-
mate change, and they provide for motivation to be-
have accordingly. In the case of climate change, emo-
tional considerations might be the key to changing
our behavior effectively. Communication about cli-
mate change should trigger moral emotions to entice
moral reflection and motivation for a more sustain-
able lifestyle.
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