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Let’s recap

• Climate change communication is important:
• It influences how individuals, organizations, and societies perceive climate change, and how 

they react to it.
• Climate change communication is challenging:

• Not an “in-your-face-problem”
• Psychological distance
• Cognitive biases (e.g., temporal discounting, availability heuristic, confirmation bias)
• Cognitive dissonance and motivated reasoning
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Mentimeter
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Today’s lecture

• State of public opinion on climate change
• Communicating the scientific consensus
• Addressing different audiences
• Pluralistic ignorance
• The deficit model
• The role of knowledge in climate change communication
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Public opinion about climate change – USA
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How do we know there is scientific consensus on climate 
change?
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“That hypothesis was tested by analyzing 928 
abstracts, published in refereed scientific 
journals between 1993 and 2003, and listed in 
the ISI database with the keywords “climate 
change”. Naomi Oreskes, Harvard University

Scientific consensus on climate change
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Bojana Većkalov

Scientific consensus on climate change



Misperceptions of the 
scientific consensus
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Scientific consensus on climate change



Correcting misperceptions of the scientific consensus
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Scientific consensus on climate change
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Public opinion about climate change – global
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Willingess to contribute 1% income
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Public opinion about climate change – global



People should try to fight global warming
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Public opinion about climate change – global



Government should do more
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Public opinion about climate change – global



So why do people not engage more if they support it?
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Public opinion about climate change – global
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Pluralistic ignorance
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Pluralistic ignorance



Same data, different visualization
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Andre et al., 2024

Pluralistic ignorance



Widespread evidence for pluralistic evidence on climate change
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• While 66–80% Americans support these policies, 
Americans estimate the prevalence to only be 
between 37–43% on average. 

• Thus, supporters of climate policies outnumber 
opponents two to one, while Americans falsely 
perceive nearly the opposite to be true. 

Pluralistic ignorance



Mentimeter results
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So why don’t people engage more if they support engagement?
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• One reason: There is a gap between what people believe and what they think that other people 
believe. 

• Pluralistic ignorance is a phenomenon in which people mistakenly believe that others 
predominantly hold an opinion different from their own. (Moser, 2010)

Example:
College students generally believed they were more uncomfortable with campus alcohol practices 
than the average student  misperception. Over the course of a semester, male (but not female) 
students shifted their attitudes over time in the direction of what they mistakenly believed to be the 
norm (Prentice & Miller, 1993)

Pluralistic ignorance



A climate of silence (N. Geiger & Swim, 2016)

• Inaccurate perceptions of others’ opinions contribute to self-silencing among those concerned 
about climate change. 

• Those who are aware of others’ concern about climate change report greater willingness to 
discuss the issue than those with inaccurate perceptions of others’ opinions. 

• Correcting pluralistic ignorance increases concerned participants' willingness to discuss climate 
change.

• Cross-cultural study (11 countries) similarly finds small effects on increased willingness to 
express one’s pro-climate opinion. (S. Geiger et al., 2025)
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Pluralistic ignorance



What about public opinion in Switzerland?
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Public opinion about climate change – Switzerland
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Public opinion about climate change – Switzerland

Schweizer Umweltpanel, 2024
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Schweizer Umweltpanel, 2024
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Public opinion about climate change – Switzerland

Helion Energiewende-Index (2024)
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Helion Energiewende-Index (2024)
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Public opinion about climate change – Switzerland

Helion Energiewende-Index (2024)

Remember spatial and temporal 
distance?



Let’s discuss

• Turn to the person sitting next to you.
• In 2-3 minutes discuss the following questions:

1. What was new/surprising to you?
2. Why do you think concern about climate change is decreasing in Switzerland?
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Public opinion about climate change
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Public opinion about climate change

• Track changes over time
 and the effect of interventions

• Identify misperceptions of other’s opinions
 Prevent a climate of silence
 Encourage pro-environmental behavior

• Develop effective communication and educational tools

Why analyze public opinion on climate change? 



Communicating climate change to different audiences
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Julia Metag



Audience segments in Germany

22.09.2026 41Week 2: Public opinion

Metag et al., 2017



Communicating climate change to different audiences

• Different audience types differ in their media use and information-seeking patterns.
• Helps to understand how to address different audiences in climate change communication
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Communicating climate change to different audiences

• Disengaged: They are not well-informed. Communication campaigns should be easily understandable 
and stress inexpensive methods for changing behavior. Since the Disengaged use tabloids, they might 
respond better to entertainment or fictional formats, such as movies. 

• Doubtful: A campaign on global warming should be aimed at raising their concern about climate 
change and reducing their doubts about ongoing global warming. 

• Cautious: The Cautious are aware of climate change as a problem but must be motivated to change their 
behavior accordingly. Communication campaigns should focus on mobilizing information and provide 
information about behavioral options in everyday life.

• Alarmed: Campaign should focus on inexpensive ways to behave environmentally friendly since this 
group is hesitant to use more expensive methods. These people could potentially function as opinion 
leaders as they talk about climate change quite often. A campaign should provide information about 
climate change that is easy to communicate further to other people. 

• Concerned Activists: Young and more affluent. These people are concerned about climate change but 
not as much about the environment in general. Information should be provided not only on television and 
the Internet but also in print media (note 2016).
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Communicating climate 
change to different 
audiences
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Communicating climate change to different audiences
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Do we need to communicate more facts?

• 60% of people in the USA and 70% of people in Switzerland believe that climate change is 
human-caused. 

• Deficit model of science communication: “assumes that increased communication and 
awareness about scientific issues will move public opinion toward the scientific consensus and 
reduce political polarization around science-based policy” (Hart & Nisbet, 2012, pp. 701-702).
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The deficit model



Do we need to communicate more facts?
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The deficit model

Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory



More knowledge about climate facts = more concern?
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The deficit model

“Recent research suggests that 
knowledge about climate change has 
only a limited effect on shaping concern 
about climate change. Our view is that 
this counterintuitive finding is a 
function of how knowledge is typically 
measured in studies about climate 
change.”

Jing Shi



What type of facts should be communicated?

Different types of climate change knowledge:
• Knowledge about physical characteristics
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The deficit model



What type of facts should be communicated?

Different types of climate change knowledge:
• Knowledge about physical characteristics

• Knowledge about causes
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The deficit model



What type of facts should be communicated?

Different types of climate change knowledge:
• Knowledge about physical characteristics

• Knowledge about causes

• Knowledge about consequences
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The deficit model



Knowledge on physical characteristics
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The deficit model



Knowledge on causes
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The deficit model



Knowledge on consequences
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The deficit model



What type of facts should be communicated?
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The deficit model

• Knowledge about physical characteristics: tended to dampen public concern about climate 
change

• Knowledge about causes: higher levels of climate change concern
• Knowledge about consequences: higher levels of climate change concern



What about communicating the impact of different behaviors?
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The deficit model



Misperceptions about mitigation potential of behaviors
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Overestimated

Underestimated

Herberz et al., 2026

Carbon competence



Same holds true in Switzerland
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Herberz et al., 2026

People mostly engage in low-impact climate behaviors
Carbon competence



What explains this lack of carbon competence?

• Availability heuristic: people judge an action as more effective if it easily comes to mind
• Motivated reasoning: serves to preserve a positive self-image (Herberz et al., 2026)

 This can lead to people misdirecting their efforts!
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Carbon competence



Correcting misperceptions

• Matters because people with more knowledge about carbon footprints report lower carbon 
footprints themselves (Frings et al., 2025)

• Providing information about the actual mitigation potential of behaviors can correct 
misperceptions and increase commitments toward more effective individual-level climate actions 
(Goldwert et al., 2025)
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Carbon competence



22.09.2026 62Week 2: Public opinion

 However, this can backfire on commitments to engage in collective action 

Goldwert et al., 2025

Correcting misperceptions

Carbon competence



Let’s wrap up

• Public opinion data help communicators understand the size of different audiences 
• People underestimate the scientific consensus on climate change and other people’s support for 

climate action (pluralistic ignorance)
 Communicating about the scientific consensus can increase belief and worry

• The importance of knowledge for climate action depends on the type of knowledge 
 Communicate facts about the causes and consequences

• People systematically underestimate the impact of high-impact behaviors
 Communication on behaviors’ impact can increase engagement in these behaviors, but 

potentially backfire on collective action
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