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How do we talk about climate change in a 
way that resonates with diverse audiences? 
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Connect at a personal level

• Relate to core values

• Health (Maibach et al 2010, Myers et al 2012))

• Make it locally relevant 
(Spence & Pidgeon 2010; Scannell & Gifford 2013)

• But what about those opposed 
to mitigation efforts?

Katie Levan

Vicki Thomas/WWJ



Is adaptation 
a back door 
to mitigation?
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Study Questions

(1) Mitigation vs. Adaptation 

(2) Global vs. “Local” Regional frames 

Katie Levan

Vicki Thomas/WWJ



Study design

• Recruited from Midwest (N = 501) & Non-Midwest (N=606)

• Each group randomly assigned to 1 of 4 news stories:
• Global Mitigation  (N = 278)

• Global Adaptation (N = 277)

• Local Mitigation (N = 274)

• Local Adaptation (N = 278)

• All articles described predicted health impacts 
and city-level action



Distance Framing: Global



Distance Framing: Local



Action Framing: Mitigation



Action Framing: Adaptation



Key Outcome Measures

Thoughts after reading – open ended response

Reaction to article

• Was the story relevant, interesting, worrisome, hopeful?

Personal engagement: 

• Did they want to learn more? Take action? Want their 
community to act?

Support for local action

• Would they support local government action to mitigate 
climate change?



Most common thoughts after reading article
Global 
Mitigation

Global 
Adaptation

Local 
Mitigation

Local 
Adaptation

Support article 
(26%)

Support article 
(24%)

Support article 
(28%)

Support article 
(17%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (9%)

Need to prevent 
not just prepare 
(17%)

Good start but 
not enough (9%)

Need to prevent 
not just prepare 
(13%)

Want U.S. to do 
more (8%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (12%)

Connect to 
weather events 
(8%)

Concern about 
climate change 
impacts (11%)

Good start but 
not enough (9%)

Surprised about 
impacts (8%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (8%)

Surprised about 
impacts (8%)

Surprised about 
impacts (7%)

Climate change 
is happening 
(7%)

Concern about 
climate change 
impacts (7%)

Connect to 
weather events 
(8%)



Most common thoughts after reading article
Global 
Mitigation

Global 
Adaptation

Local 
Mitigation

Local 
Adaptation

Support article 
(26%)

Support article 
(24%)

Support article 
(28%)

Support article 
(17%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (9%)

Need to prevent 
not just prepare 
(17%)

Good start but 
not enough (9%)

Need to prevent 
not just prepare 
(13%)

Want U.S. to do 
more (8%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (12%)

Connect to 
weather events 
(8%)

Concern about 
climate change 
impacts (11%)

Good start but 
not enough (9%)

Surprised about 
impacts (8%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (8%)

Surprised about 
impacts (8%)

Surprised about 
impacts (7%)

Climate change 
is happening 
(7%)

Concern about 
climate change 
impacts (7%)

Connect to 
weather events 
(8%)



Most common thoughts after reading article
Global 
Mitigation

Global 
Adaptation

Local 
Mitigation

Local 
Adaptation

Support article 
(26%)

Support article 
(24%)

Support article 
(28%)

Support article 
(17%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (9%)

Need to prevent 
not just prepare 
(17%)

Good start but 
not enough (9%)

Need to prevent 
not just prepare 
(13%)

Want U.S. to do 
more (8%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (12%)

Connect to 
weather events 
(8%)

Concern about 
climate change 
impacts (11%)

Good start but 
not enough (9%)

Surprised about 
impacts (8%)

Support action 
on climate 
change (8%)

Surprised about 
impacts (8%)

Surprised about 
impacts (7%)

Climate change 
is happening 
(7%)

Concern about 
climate change 
impacts (7%)

Connect to 
weather events 
(8%)



Results across sample 

• People were more worried after Adaptation framings 
(b = .18, p = .01)

• Local framings perceived as more relevant
(b = .23, p < .001)



…Especially for Midwesterners
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Results across sample 

• People were more worried after Adaptation framings 
(b = .18, p = .01)

• Local framings perceived as more relevant
(b = .23, p < .001)

• No differences in terms of:
Personal engagement or Support for local action



But, does everyone respond the same?



Worry after reading article
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Interest in Article
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Personal Engagement
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Support for Local action on Climate change
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• Messages were 
generally equivalent 
• May reflect pre-existing 

concern

• ‘Global mitigation’ frame 
performs worst
• “Same old story”

• Local/Regional messages 
are more effective

• Adaptation frame may 
help when discussing 
distant impacts

• Novelty may draw attention

• May increase salience of risk

ConservativesLiberals



Implications

First, a caveat: One-time intervention with paid participants 

Still, modest intervention suggests:

• Target conservatives. Unlikely to turn off liberals

• Go local. Find concrete examples of local/ regional U.S. impacts.

• Be careful with Adaptation 

• Gets attention of conservatives when discussing global impacts
• BUT:

• No difference at a local level

• It made people feel more worried. Does it signal we’re giving up? 
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