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Influencing policymakers

Policymakers play a critical role in the global response to climate change. Now, research reveals an effective visual
strategy for communicating climate science to policymakers and climate negotiators.

Jiaying Zhao

limate change policy needs to be
C based on rational thinking and

scientific data. However, this can be
a challenge because most policymakers are
not climate scientists. One critical piece
of information for climate negotiations is
how much global temperature is predicted
to increase based on current and future
greenhouse gas emissions. However, such
information presents an additional challenge
because model predictions are inherently
uncertain. How do policymakers make sense
of this information? Does it influence their
views of future global temperature patterns?
Is there an optimal way to present such
information? Writing in Nature Climate
Change, Valentina Bosetti and colleagues
demonstrate that presenting individual
climate model predictions with the statistical
range is the most effective way to influence
policymakers’ views on future global
temperature increases’.

In the last two decades, a clear consensus
has emerged from the scientific community
that an increase in greenhouse gas
concentrations in the atmosphere has caused
arise in global temperature*’. This scientific
consensus not only makes global warming
an undeniable reality, but also highlights
the urgent need for governments around
the world to set policies on climate change
adaptation and mitigation**. Previous work
has highlighted the political, economic,
technological, and social challenges for
climate policy®” and has offered insights on
how to effectively present climate science
information to the public®*'°. However,
little is known about how to best convey
climate evidence to policymakers who play
a decisive role in climate negotiations and
policy development.

To address this gap, Bosetti and
colleagues conducted a unique study with
217 policymakers who attended the 2015
United Nations Climate Change Conference
in Paris (COP21)". Policymakers at the
conference were asked to predict how
much global temperature will increase by
the year 2100, before and after seeing a
graphical depiction of predicted temperature
increases based on climate model data. The

goal was to see whether and by how much
policymaker predictions shifted based on
model forecasts.

Two striking findings emerged from
this study. First, the vast majority of
policymakers did not sufficiently take the
scientific data into account: after seeing the
scientific data, their predictions of future
temperature increases remained closer to
their original estimates rather than shifting
toward the model forecasts. This is in stark
contrast to a follow-up study with a group
of Master of Business Administration
(MBA) students, who made similar initial
predictions as the policymakers, but did
update their beliefs about future temperature
increases after seeing model predictions.
The lack of updating in policymakers
could be explained by greater confidence
in their own predictions before seeing the
scientific data. Interestingly, among the
policymakers, climate negotiators (versus
non-negotiators) were the most reluctant to
update their beliefs according to scientific
model forecasts.

Second, how researchers presented the
scientific data in the graph mattered. The
graph was based on data from 30 climate
models that made predictions on how much
global temperature would increase by the
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year 2100. The graph was presented in three
different formats similar to those used in
IPCC reports: a boxplot that covers 90%

of the predicted temperatures from the

5th to 95th percentile of the data, the same
boxplot showing additional data points that
are outside the 90% range, and finally the
same boxplot with all 30 data points. MBA
student predictions were not influenced

by data presentation format. In contrast,
policymakers were more likely to update
their predictions of future temperature
increases when they were shown all data
points and the statistical range.

Unlike previous work that concludes that
people are blind or insensitive to climate
evidence', this study provides hope for
climate science communication. Specifically,
it points to a data visualization principle
that can be easily implemented when
communicating climate science information
to policymakers. This is a prime example
of how behavioural science can be used to
better inform public policy. This study also
opens a fruitful line of questions for future
investigations, such as how data visualization
can be used to influence not just perception,
but action among policymakers, why
presenting the full dataset with the statistical
range led to the strongest belief updating
for policymakers, and how to tailor data
visualizations for different demographic
groups to elicit the best outcomes.

The study by Bosetti and colleagues’
presents a promising approach for
communicating climate science to
policymakers that can be used to ensure
scientific data has a meaningful impact on
climate policy. a
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