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COMMUNICATING CLIMATE  
SCIENCE 



TWO TYPES OF PRODUCTS TO REVIEW – 
 WHY TWO? 

  

 Climate Science Slide Presentation  

 

 Climate Information Handouts for 
 Workshop Participants 

 

 

1 

2 



DIFFERENT COMMUNICATION NEEDS 
 

Briefing 
 
 

A group 
 
The minimum 
facts 
 
In the workshop 
 
 
 

Spoken 
 
 

Shared focus/ 
Consistency in 
understanding 

Handout 
 
 

Individual readers 
 
Enriched with context and 
details 
 
Before, during, and after 
workshop 
 

Printed 
 

Depth fosters confidence; 
reference in workshop 
breakouts 

Who? 
 
What? 
 
 
 
 

When? 
 
 
 

How? 
 
Why? 



Project Manager 
Training Instructor & Project Coordinator 
Science Information Expert 
Climate Scientists 
Risk Communication Expert 
Communication Specialist 
Visual Communication Expert 
Graphic Designer 

IT TAKES A TEAM! 



WHY DO WE NEED TO THINK ABOUT THIS? 

• Communication is surprisingly important 
AND takes time 

• Provide lessons learned during the 
evolution of these two products so that… 

• You can help with this effort in your own 
agency (EVERY agency must communicate 
climate information) 
 

 
 

"The problem with communication 
is the illusion that it has occurred." 
  - George Bernard Shaw 
 

 



PRODUCT I 

 

 

 Climate Science Slide 
Presentation 



WHAT MAKES THE CLIMATE TALK WORK? 
PART 1 - STREAMLINING 

• Its Length (or rather, lack thereof) 

 - Presentation evolved from 3 separate 
 presentations on Global, Regional, and 
 Local Climate Science 

 

 



R Horton, V Gornitz & M Bowman (2010) “Chapter 3: 
Climate Observations and Projections;” In New York City 
Panel on Climate Change (2010) Annals of the New York 
Academy of Sciences 

Climate Information Sharing –  
1st Attempt 

We went from paper handouts 
with lots of numbers…. 



What is projected locally? 

Average temperatures are projected to rise 



TIPS FOR SUCCESS 

• Attention to What the Participants Can Absorb, and 
What They Need to do Their Jobs 

 

• Engaging Graphics to Convey the Chief Points 

 

• Text to Reinforce the Take-Home Messages 

 

• NOT “Dumbing Down”, but Focusing the Information 

“Data” is not necessarily the same thing as 
“Information” 



GETTING DOWN TO SPECIFICS 

With regard to length, we narrowed down the 
talk to answer a few primary questions: 

 

What’s the difference between weather and 
climate? 

 



An important distinction 

“Weather is what you get; climate is what you expect.” 

Climate describes 
weather patterns 
over a longer term 

Weather describes 
current and near-
term conditions 



CLIMATE QUESTIONS, CONT. 

 

What is already happening locally? 



Sea Level 
has risen over 

decades, though 
individual years 
vary somewhat 

Trend: +1.2 in/decade for 
Washington, D.C 

What’s already happened locally? 

Temperature 
has risen too, 
but the trend 
varies more 
year-to-year 

A century of local data tells us the climate is changing 

Trend:  +.36oF/decade for 
Beltsville, MD 



CLIMATE QUESTIONS, CONTINUED 

 

What is the basis for climate projections? 



Gathering better data 

NASA’s orbital perspective is a critical vantage-point 



Building on a strong foundation 

Powerful computer models let us test and refine hypotheses 



Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

NASA contributes to a worldwide consensus 

Consensus-based 
projections using 
• Several models 
• Several future 

greenhouse gas 
emission scenarios 
 

Updated as the 
science advances 



Range of 

Projections 

IPCC Models 

Central range of models is basis for NASA’s projections 

Middle 67% 



Rising precision/resolution over time 

1990 

1996 

2001 

New models + better data = more specific projections 

2007 



CLIMATE QUESTIONS, CONT. 

 

What is projected to happen locally? 



What is projected locally? 

Average temperatures are projected to rise 



WHAT MAKES THE CLIMATE TALK WORK?  
PART 2 - TALKING DURING CLASS 

• Slides evolved into a “climate conversation” 
between institutional steward and climate scientist  

 



GO AHEAD – 
ASK THE CLIMATE SCIENTIST A QUESTION 

Participants 
used post-it 
notes to ask 
questions 



BREAKING THE ICE, IN A GOOD WAY 

• Allowed for some breaks in the presentation 

 

• Clarified how the institutional side “heard” the 
climate message 

 

• Reinforced how to use climate data to improve 
resiliency of the Center 

 

• Broke down barriers by encouraging table 
conversation 



 SUMMARY:  WHY THE SCIENCE  
PRESENTATION ROCKS! 

 Short – fewer than 20 slides 

 

 Engaging, simple graphics with no need to read 
and interpret complex graphs 

 

 Reinforced message with tag lines 

 

 “Conversation” technique, with questions from 
participants, more interactive 
 

 



PRODUCT II 

 

 

Climate Information Handout 



INFORMATIONAL, CENTER-SPECIFIC HANDOUTS 



FRONT PANEL PIQUES INTEREST 

“Hmmm.  
Attractive photo, 
not too 
intimidating.  
Maybe I’ll open it 
and see what this 
climate change 
thing is about.” 

 

 

 



AN “ISSUE” PANEL SETS THE STAGE 

Two simple graphs 
demonstrate historic 
temperature and sea 
level rise. 

 

One clear message – 
your area has already 
experienced climate 
change. 

 



A “WHAT’S AT STAKE” 
PANEL TELLS WHY IT’S 

IMPORTANT 

Reference the 
mission, the 
community, the 
natural setting, the 
jobs supported by 
the area, etc.   
 
Find something they 
care about and use 
photos! 



PROJECTIONS DATA INFORM THEIR DECISIONS 

Mixture of Text 
and Data tells 
them what to 
expect in the 
future. 

 

Factual, neutral 
language tells it 
straight. 



“OUR RESPONSIBILITY” PANEL INSPIRES AND 
ADVISES 

Often features a photo 
that shows adaptation 
measure in place, such 
as a green building. 

 

Advises action now 
rather than delaying. 



“FINE PRINT” PANEL HAS ALL THE SCIENCE YOU 
NEED TO KNOW 

….and probably 
more. 

 

Provides more 
details on the 
modeling 
approach and 
associated 
uncertainty.   

Contains web 
links for 
academic 
references. 



SUMMARY: WHY THESE HANDOUTS WORK 

 They’re colorful 

 Hard copy (they are refrigerator worthy!)  

 Data clearly displayed for all audiences 

 Language is straightforward and factual 

 “Fine print” on the back panel provides the            
scientific basis for information  

 “Story Board” reveals information to the   
reader in a deliberate order 

 



 TIPS FOR CLIMATE COMMUNICATION 
PRODUCTS 

•Make the graphs as simple as possible 
AND be true to the science and interests 
of intended audience 

• Engage multiple reviewers 

•Acknowledge uncertainty, but do not let it 
derail progress   

•Use factual language to create a sense of 
urgency for some, but not all, aspects 



QUESTIONS? 
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