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Five important things I’ve learned through audience research:

1. There is currently a “climate silence” in America.

2. Five key beliefs are strongly associated with reaching 
appropriate conclusions & taking helpful actions.

1. Showing people how they have personally experienced global 
warming is an important way to heighten their engagement.

1. Your audience is more convinced and more interested in 
learning more than you may realize.

1. Our greatest public education asset is: Simple clear messages, 
repeated often, by a variety of trusted voices.
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Fewer than half of Americans say they hear 
global warming discussed in the media 

once a month or more often

About how often do you hear about global warming in the media (TV, movies, radio, newspapers/news websites, 
magazines, etc.)? 

Base: Americans 18+ (n=1,204). March, 2016

Not sure (15%)
At least once a week (22%)

At least once a month (22%)

Several times a year (26%)

Once a year or less (8%)

Never (7%)



Less than 2 in 10 Americans hear people they know 
talk about global warming at least once a month

- 4 in 10 hear it discussed once a year at most -

About how often do you hear other people you know (your family, friends, co-workers, etc.) talk about global 
warming?

Base: Americans 18+ (n=1,204). March, 2016

Not sure (13%)

At least once a week (5%)

At least once a month (13%)

Several times a year (25%)

Once a year or less (19%)

Never (24%)



How often do you discuss global warming with your family and friends?

Base: Americans 18+.

Only 3 in 10 Americans discuss global warming 
with family and friends
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Five key beliefs 
about climate change

Sources: Ding-Ding et al., 2012; Lewandowsky et al., 2012; Roser-Renouf et al., 2014; Krosnick et al., 2006
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Support for
a societal 
response
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• It’s real
• It’s us (human-caused)
• It’s bad (for people) 
• It’s solvable
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These 5 simple clear messages help people reach 
appropriate conclusions about climate change. 

Which, if any, do you feel comfortable delivering?
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How much do you think global warming will harm…?
Base: Americans 18+ (n=1,226). November 2016.

Most Americans Think Global Warming Is a 
Relatively Distant Threat
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Global Warming’s “Six Americas”

Source: Yale/George Mason, November 2016; N=1,226



Yale/George Mason, Oct 2008/Jun 2011; n=1,043



Key findings:

- 27% of Alger County (MI) residents felt they had personally experienced GW.

- Most (but not all) of the ways they felt they had experienced GW were evident 
in the local climate record (i.e., they got it right).

- Those who felt they had experienced GW were more likely to feel GW was a
threat to their county.



-------------Experiential Learning----------- Motivated
Reasoning

Motivated
Reasoning

(2012) Nature Climate Change, doi:10.1038/nclimate1754 



System 1: The
experiential system

System 2: The 
analytic system

Based on logic, evidence, 
and mental effort

“Experiencing is believing.”
Effortless.

numbers

words 

logic 

Our brains process risk information 
in two ways

vivid pallid

Thinking Fast Thinking Slow



Which audiences will benefit most by hearing from you?

Source: Yale/George Mason, November 2016; N=1,226
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A guiding principle for spreading important ideas:

Simple clear messages, 
repeated often, 

by a variety of trusted voices.



About “Simple clear messages,…”:

1. The less you say, the more you are heard

2. Say the things that have the most value (in 
achieving your communication objective)

3. Audience research is the most reliable way to 
determine which messages have most value



About “…repeated often,…”:

1. Repetition is the mother of learning (and liking, and 
trust)

2. Adapt it, elaborate it, but no matter what…find 
ways to say it early and often. 

1. When possible, reinforce (i.e., repeat) your 
messages with visual images, verbal images (i.e., 
metaphors) and illustrative stories.

“There is a simple rule: You say it again, and you say it again, and you say it again, and you 
say it again, and you say it again, and then again and again and again and again, and about 
the time that you’re absolutely sick of saying it is about the time that your target audience 
has heard it for the first time.”

GOP message strategist



About “…by a variety of trusted voices.”:

1. You – TV weathercasters – are among the most-
trusted voices about global warming in America.

1. If your messages are simple and clear enough, other 
trusted voices – even members of your target 
audience – will start repeating them: to their friends 
& family, to their co-workers, and to others. 

1. Make that your educational goal.
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