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Executive summary

The increase in extreme weather is making millions of Americans
unsafe and jeopardizing the people and places that we hold
dear. If we don't dramatically reduce the carbon pollution that's
making storms more severe, heat waves more intense, droughts
longer, and weather across the country more extreme, later will be
too late to protect what we love.

While the solutions are clear, the communication is more
complicated than we often think. “Attribution” is a complicated
science, and it can be tricky to articulate the precise impact of
climate change in ways that everyday Americans understand.
Furthermore, while people are increasingly noticing that the
weather is changing, they don't always connect the dots to climate
change (in fact, half believe the changes to be “natural’). What's
more, since so many terms and topics are politically charged, we
risk unintentionally polarizing audiences.

The good news is, through conversations with thousands of
Americans and months of rigorous testing, we've found a
messaging platform that simultaneously builds awareness for the
problem and generates enthusiasm for the solutions. It's concise,
plainspoken, and makes it clear that this increase in extreme
weather is anything but natural:

“Unnatural Disasters.”

Report authors

This simple concept turns the notion of “natural disasters” on its
head and opens the door to conversations about the true cause:
fossil fuels. It increases the percentage of people who understand
that changes in extreme weather are a result of fossil fuel pollution
and climate change, which are the essential dots that must be
connected to increase support for effective solutions. In our
message testing, a platform grounded in the notion of “unnatural
disasters” boosted support for action on climate change by 10
p-p- overall (12 p.p. with Republicans and 8 p.p. with Democrats).
It's rooted in provocative but politically neutral language that can
capture attention without polarizing.

Extreme weather is a tragic reality but also a profound teaching
opportunity — a time when information-seeking often spikes and
many are actively looking to better understand climate change
and its impacts. If we align on a persuasive, educational message,
we can increase demand for climate policy and build associations
that endure. That's why we encourage you to join us in owning
extreme weather moments by using this narrative platform in your
communications. Together, we can shift the narrative and build
public momentum for climate action.

» For more information and resources visit
our Unnatural Disasters Resource Hub.

John Marshall
Potential Energy

Jessica Lu
Potential Energy

Ernesto Alcantar
Potential Energy

Sergio Velasquez-Rose
Potential Energy

Anthony Leiserowitz
Yale Program on Climate
Change Communication
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https://potentialenergycoalition.org/unnatural-disasters/

A note on
methodology

This report is based on a rigorous analysis
spanning quantitative and qualitative
research with nearly 72,000 Americans
conducted primarily April to June, 2024.

We conducted a national online survey
and in-depth focus groups to better
understand current attitudes and
perceptions on extreme weather and
climate change; two Randomized
Controlled Trial (RCT) message tests that
compared hundreds of unique messages
on extreme weather to determine which
most effectively drove demand for action
on climate change; and we tested over 20
extreme weather advertisements for
persuasive effectiveness.

Additionally, where applicable, we included
nationally representative data from the
Climate Change in the American Mind
survey conducted by the Yale Program on
Climate Change Communication and the
George Mason University Center for
Climate Change Communication in
October 2023.

National extreme weather message test

Date: June 2023 Scale: 5865 respondents
Methodology:

e National baseline attitudes and perceptions of
extreme weather and climate change

e  Messages that increase support for climate action

National extreme weather RCT tournament

Date: April 2024 Scale: 20,000 respondents
Methodology:

e  Crowdsourced over 200 unigue messages on
extreme weather in service of boosting support for
climate action

e National message RCT with top-performing
crowdsourced messages versus PE

Extreme weather narrative platform RCT
Date: May 2024 Scale: 8,391 respondents
Methodology:

° A/B tested various “extreme weather” brands and
CTAs for message effectiveness

e Performance also evaluated versus a control group in
a traditional RCT format

Ad performance RCTs

Date: Aug. 2021 - May 2024 Scale: 22,789 respondents
Methodology:

e  Over 25 final ads tested for persuasive effectiveness,
both nationally and within target audiences



https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-fall-2023/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-fall-2023/

Independence

Led by the nonprofit organization
Potential Energy Coalition. Potential Energy
is a nonpartisan, nonprofit marketing firm
driving public demand for climate
solutions. Leveraging deep analytics and
creative  storytelling, Potential Energy
connects with people on a human level to
tip the balance on the policies that will
dramatically  accelerate the  energy
transition. Our campaigns are backed by
extensive audience research, yielding
data-driven insights that shift the climate
narrative to win the fights that matter.
Learn more at potentialenergycoalition.org

In partnership with the Yale Program on
Climate Change Communication. The
Yale Program on Climate Change
Communication (Ypccec) conducts
scientific research on public climate
change knowledge, attitudes, policy
preferences, and behavior, and the
underlying psychological, cultural, and
political factors that influence them. YPCCC
engages the public in climate change
science and solutions, in partnership with
governments, media organizations,
companies, and civil society, and with a
daily, national radio program, Yale Climate
Connections. Through their research,
YPCCC informs decision-making about
climate change, educates the public, and
helps build the public and political will for
climate action. Major projects include
Climate Change in the American Mind, The
Yale Climate  Opinion  Maps, and
International Attitudes and Behavior.

Moderate Americans focus groups
Date: April-May 2024
Methodology:

7 focus groups in high-impact geographies (Az, GA, NC, MI, NC, WY)
with 4-6 members each (39 total panelists)

e 2 groups with moderates who rank climate in their top 2 issues
e 4 groups with women moderates who rank climate in their top 5 issues
e [ groups with men moderates who rank climate in their top 5 issues

Moderate Americans in-depth interviews
Date: April 2024 Scale: 8,391 respondents

Methodology:

100 in-depth interviews with moderates in high-impact
geographies (AZ, GA, NC, M|, NC, and WY)

Climate Change in the American Mind:
Beliefs & Attitudes

Date: Fall 2023

summary:

Recurring, nationally representative survey (since Nov. 2008), conducted
jointly by the Yale Program on Climate Change Communication and the
George Mason University Center for Climate Change Communication,
describes Americans’ beliefs and attitudes about global warming

Finding the teachable moment: An analysis of
information-seeking behavior on global warming
related websites during the release of The Day
After Tomorrow

Date: Oct. 2009 Authors: Hart, P, & Leiserowitz, A

summary:

Foundational study on how the mass media may influence information-seeking
behavior through an analysis of the impact the movie The Day After Tomorrow
on information-seeking behavior of the public on global warming


http://potentialenergycoalition.org

CHAPTER 1

Where we are today

Americans aren't connecting the dots
between carbon pollution, climate change,
and changes in extreme weather

e People are noticing that the weather is changing, but most
still don't perceive it as a personal risk

e Half of respondents think that the increase in frequency and
severity of extreme weather events is caused by "natural
changes” rather than “carbon pollution®




Americans are
noticing that the
weather is changing,
but most still don't
perceive itas a
personal risk

According to an Aprii 2024 poll by
Monmouth University, 73% of Americans say
the world is experiencing more extreme
weather patterns.

There's a risk, though, that they will get
acclimated to what many headlines have
been calling “the new normal.” In fact, as
illustrated in  Figure 1, while 84% of
respondents say theyve  personally
experienced some form of extreme
weather, only 16% say it poses a “high risk” to
their community over the next ten years. In
short, people are noticing and experiencing
weather changes, but they are less likely to
view them as a personal threat.

Figure 1. People are aware, but don’t grasp the risk

Baseline perceptions of extreme weather and risk

>
16%
®

Say extreme weather
poses a high risk to their
community

84%

Say they have experienced
some form of extreme
weather

Source: Extreme Weather Message RCT, N = 5,865 (Jun. 2023); Climate Change in the American Mind: Beliefs & Attitudes, Fall
2023 (Yale Program on Climate Change Communication; George Mason Center for Climate Change Communication)



The connection to
climate change is
not always clear

A national survey of Americans (YPCCC's
“Climate Change in the American Mind")
shows that only 33% think global warming is
affecting the weather “a lot,” and this varies
significantly depending on the weather
event.

The connection to
fossil fuels is also not
always clear

In our research, half of respondents think
that the increase in frequency and severity
of extreme weather events is caused by
‘natural  changes” rather than ‘carbon
pollution” (Figure 3).

Together, these results suggest that many
Americans aren't connecting the dots
between carbon pollution, climate change,
and changes in extreme weather.

Figure 2. Half believe changes in extreme weather are natural

“The increase in frequency and severity of weather events is ..”

“..Caused by carbon
pollution from burning
fossil fuels”

(50%)

“...Caused by natural
changes”

(50%)

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Source: Extreme Weather Narrative Platform RCT, N = 8,391 (May 2024); “Control” cell data shown here (N = 1,205)


https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-fall-2023/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-fall-2023/

CHAPTER 2

A window of
opportunity

Extreme weather events are pivotal
moments for education and building support

e People are often seeking information before, during, and
after events, and some people are wondering if these events
are connected to climate change

e |If the goal is to increase support for action on climate
change, it's essential to build public understanding that the
increase in extreme weather is not natural



Extreme weqther People are often seeking information before,

during, and after events and some people

events Offerq unique are wondering if these events are

connected to climate change. Research has

WindOW Of Opportunity demonstrated short-term increases in

f d t- d public information seeking and attention to
or equcdation dan climate change after events (Lang, 2014;

H H H Lang & Ryder, 2016; Kirilenko et al, 2015;
bu“dlng pUbl!c Sisco et al, 2017). One study found that
Su pport for c"mqte internet searches related to climate change

in the US increase in the months following
tropical storms and “there may be a window

Figure 3. Important perception shifts

FROM.. (0.

of opportunity for building public support for
policy action” (Lang & Ryder, 2016).

We need to shift the
conversation from
natural to unnatural,

and moments of extreme weather are very
effective times to start a conversation that
turns climate change from an abstract
global phenomenon into a personal priority.

Natural Unnatural

It's a natural cycle It's a fossil fuel pollution problem

About a distant future Hurting us right here, right now

About the weather About the people impacted


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-014-1180-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-015-1590-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-015-1590-0
https://research.fit.edu/media/site-specific/researchfitedu/coast-climate-adaptation-library/climate-communications/youth-climate-amp-social-media/Kirilenko-et-al.--2015.--Mass-Media--Temperatures-Affect-CC-Discussion-On-Twitter.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-017-1984-2
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-017-1984-2
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-015-1590-0

CHAPTER 3

A platform that
breaks through

The right narrative can increase demand
for action

e Across ideologies, people are movable

e A platform that educates people about “unnatural
disasters” boosts support for action on climate change by
10 p.p. overall



The right narrative
can increase
demand for action

To uncover what best increases support for
action on climate change, we tested over
200 messages across a range of different
themes (Figure 4), from food insecurity to
protecting the outdoors.

Ultimately, we found a concept that
simultaneously builds awareness for the
problem and generates enthusiasm for the
solutions, while using language that can
reach across the often-pervasive partisan
divide. It's concise, plainspoken, and clearly
communicates that the increase in extreme
weather is anything but natural:

Human stories of
damages

Protect the magic
of the outdoors

Home impacts

Food and water
insecurity

Scientific
consensus

And many more...

Sample of 200 messages tested

Protecting future
generations

Home insurance

Personal health
concerns

Polluter
accountability

Social norming
action

Figure 4. Extreme weather message testing territories

Protecting places
we love

Tax costs of
extreme weather

Public health
impacts

Individual
responsibility

Climate change
attribution

12



Figure 5. A winning platform for extreme weather communications

From natural to unnatural

[ o

o Unnatural disasters are

(/)] ®

@ destroying what we love

£

.E

O Unnatural disasters are accelerating in frequency and severity as a

= result of fossil fuel pollution. We have the solutions. Later is too late to
demand action to address climate change.

s @ (2 ©

o Unnatural disasters are the ..are hurting us right ..and are impacting the

-E result of fossil fuel pollution... here, right now... people and places we love.

= © : - : : -

O Join the millions demanding smart climate policies.
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“Unnatural
Disasters”

In focus groups, this simple phrase turned
the notion of “natural disasters” on its head
and opened the door to conversations
about the true cause: fossil fuel pollution. In
RCTs, a platform grounded in the notion of
“unnatural disasters” (Figure 5) boosted
support for action on climate change by 10
p.p. overall, 12 p.p. with Republicans, and 8
p.p. with Democrats (Figure 6).

This term isnt new. In fact a paper
published by the World Meteorological
Organization (Hassol, Torok, Lewis, &
Luganda. 2016) called for reframing the
conversation to “(un)natural disasters.” And
there's evidence of “unnatural disasters”
being used to draw the connection
between extreme weather and climate
change as far back as 2001, by Worldwatch
Institute.

Rallying around this concept can be a
powerful way to educate and increase
support for climate change solutions.
But we must come together with a unified
voice to make the shift from “natural” to
“unnatural” in the mainstream.

Over the next few pages, we'll unpack what
the winning messages embedded in this
platform get right, and how they help
overcome some of the biggest obstacles in
gaining support for climate action.
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Figure 6. “Unnatural Disasters” lifts support for climate action

Climate support lift vs control group for “Unnatural Disasters” platform (p.p.)

Overall

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

0.0 p.p. 25 p.p.

+9.8 p.p.
+7.5 p.p.
+7.2 p.p.
+12.2 p.p.
75pp.  100pp.  125pp.

Note: Lift reported for T2B (“Strongly support” and “Support”); Source: Extreme Weather Narrative Platform RCT, N = 8,391 (May 2024)


https://reliefweb.int/report/world/unnatural-disasters-communicating-linkages-between-extreme-events-and-climate-change#:~:text=This%20is%20an%20issue%20of,no%20clear%20evidence%20of%20linkages
https://www.preventionweb.net/files/1849_VL102116.pdf
https://www.preventionweb.net/files/1849_VL102116.pdf

CHAPTER 4

Four principles to
accelerate progress

The best extreme weather messaging platform
anchored in four key teaching moments:

e Unnatural disasters are the result of fossil fuel pollution
e They're hurting us right here, right now
e They're impacting the people and places we love

e It's time to join together to demand policy change



Four principles to
accelerate progress

Extreme
weather is the
symptom.

Fossil fuel
pollution is the
cause.

It's not about a
distant future.

It's hurting us
right here, right
now.

It's not about
“the weather.”

It's about
people.

It's not about
individual
actions.

It's about joining
together to

demand policy
change.

4

16



Extreme weather is
the symptom.

Fossil fuel pollution is
the cause.

Across years of testing, we've found that
“pollution” is one of the most universally
and consistently loathed problems. Nearly
everyone dislikes pollution and nearly
everyone supports reducing it — in theory.
The challenge for extreme weather is that
people often don’t connect it to pollution, so
even those concerned about extreme
weather don't always see reducing fossil
fuel pollution as the way forward.

While Americans are united in noticing an
increase in extreme weather, they're
divided on the cause, as previously
highlighted in Figure 2. Nationally, half say
the increase in extreme weather is “caused
by burning fossil fuels,” and the rest believe
it's “natural.” Figure 7 shows stark differences
in perception across party lines. A majority
of Democrats believe fossil fuels are to
blame, Independents are evenly split, and
most Republicans reject the idea that fossil
fuels are making weather more extreme.

17
Figure 7. Perception of extreme weather cause by party

“The increase in frequency and severity of weather events is ..”

Nationally, 50% say extreme
weather is “caused by
burning fossil fuels”

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

“..Caused by carbon pollution from . “..Caused by
burning fossil fuels” natural changes”

Source: Extreme Weather Narrative Platform RCT, N = 8,391 (May 2024); “Control” cell data shown here (N =1,205)



Pointing to the true
cause can

be clarifying and
motivating for all

As part of our broad test of extreme weather
messages, we evaluated the “unnatural
disasters” message displayed in Figure 8.
This message not only drove a 9 p.p. lift in
the belief that changes in extreme weather
are caused by fossil fuel pollution overall,
but it drove a 10 p.p. lift with Republicans.

The phrase
“unnatural disasters”
was twice as
effective at shifting
the focus to fossil
fuels than simply
calling it “extreme
weather”

We tested nearly identical messages, one
used the term “unnatural disasters” and one
replaced it with the more common “extreme
weather.” The results indicate that clear,
fresh language can bring new audiences
into support.

18

Figure 8. “Unnatural disasters” outperforms “extreme weather”

Lift in belief that changes in extreme weather are caused by carbon

pollution / fossil fuels (p.p.)

“Extreme weather”
tested message:

"We're facing a climate crisis fueled by
fossil fuels, acting like poison in our
system—like cigarettes for our lungs.
These fuels intensify devastating
weather events, from hurricanes to
floods to heat waves. 2023 was the
hottest year on record, and the number

of severe storms have risen dramatically:

from one in 1993 to 19 in 2023. These
extreme weather events threaten our
children’s future—our most precious
legacy. Later is too late to speak up on
climate. Join the millions raising their
voice to prevent worsening extreme
weather.”

Democrats +5.2 P-P-
\
Independents +2.7 p.p.
\

Republicans
\

+7.3 p.p.

0.0 p.p. 25 p.p. 5.0 p.p. 7.5 p.p.

Source: Extreme Weather Narrative Platform RCT, N = 8,391 (May 2024)

“Unnatural disasters”
tested message:

"We're facing a climate crisis fueled by
fossil fuels, acting like poison in our
system—like cigarettes for our lungs. These
fuels intensify devastating weather events,
from hurricanes to floods to heat waves.
2023 was the hottest year on record, and
the number of severe storms have risen
dramatically: from one in 1993 to 19 in
2023. These weather events are not
natural. They are unnatural disasters
that threaten our children’s future—our
most precious legacy. Later is too late to
speak up on climate. Join the millions
raising their voice to prevent more
unnatural disasters.”

+6.3 p.p.
| +11.1p.p.
| +9.5 p.p.
0.0 ;)-p- 25pp. 5.0 p.p. 75pp.  100pp.

Bold: Statistically significant



When the problem is
reframed as a
‘pollution’ problem,
people become
willing to make
bolder demands

In a study testing over 50 statements, two
statements about the need to reduce
pollution were among those with the highest
levels of agreement (Figure 9).

If we can help
Americans
understand that
extreme weather is
often the result of
fossil fuel pollution,
the solutions become
clear and appealing

“Unnatural Disasters” does just that.

But we also need to ensure people
understand that this is not a tomorrow
problem. It's happening right now, and
needs to be a priority today, as we'll explore
in principle two.

19

Figure 9. Pollution solutions are universally appealing

Extreme weather messages, what resonates most

100.0%

75.0%

50.0%

Statement agreement rate
(% of respondents agreeing with statement)

25.0%

0.0%

76% agree...
66 2

73% agree... We need to hold
We need to polluters accountable
supportactionon - it's just fair.
pollution to limit

extreme weather.

Over 50 tested message statements on extreme weather

Source: Extreme Weather Message RCT, N = 5,865 (Jun. 2023) Note: Respondents were asked to highlight individual
statements within messages they were exposed to, and selected those that they agreed or disagreed with. Results here
show the rate at which individual statements, across all messages, were agreed or disagreed with.



MEET PEOPLE WHERE THEY ARE

Education over anger

People need to make the connection
between climate change and fossil fuel
pollution, but aofter testing hundreds of
messages, we've learned two important
nuances:

o Don’tassume
understanding, make the
connection clear

One of our lowest-performing ads
showed video footage from a
catastrophic hurricane and then made a
simple call to hold polluters accountable.
For climate change experts, the linkage is
obvious. But people in our focus groups
were confused - they needed the
connection between fossil fuel pollution,
climate change, and extreme weather to
be spelled out more explicitly.

o Lead with education, not
anger

Messages that seek first to educate were
more effective than messages that felt
angry or full of blame. People may get
angry as a result of learning the impact
that fossil fuel pollution has on extreme
weather, but we've found it to be more
effective, especially when trying to bring
new audiences into the conversation, to
lead with education rather than blame.

20



2

It's not about a
distant future.

It’s hurting us right
here, right now.

Future-looking projections are largely
unconvincing and make impacts feel
distant. In the same message test
highlighted in Figure 9, we discovered that
messages anchored in the distant future
were among the statements with the
lowest levels of agreement (Figure 10).

What most resonates is the damage being
done today. Out of all statements tested,
those emphasizing harms and damages in
the present were agreed with the most
(Figure ).

Figure 10. Future projections fail to resonate 21

Extreme weather messages, what resonates most

0,
Only 47% agree... 6 Only 52% agree...
“ With extreme weather In fact, it's estimated that within the next
1000% becoming more common, it's 13 years, the number of annual dangerous,
only a matter of time before extreme heat days will more than triple.

our day-to-day is unbearable. |

)

75.0%

50.0%

25.0%

Statement agreement rate
% of respondents agreeing with statement

0.0%

(

Over 50 tested message statements on extreme weather

Source: Extreme Weather Message RCT, N = 5,865 (Jun. 2023)

Figure 11. Present realities make messages resonate
Extreme weather messages, what resonates most

66 87% agree...

)

Devastating hurricanes and
floods tear down our communities and
homes, destroying the places

“ 87% agree...

100.0%

Extreme weather puts we’'ve known and loved.
the things we value at —T
risk. .

75.0%

50.0%

25.0%

Statement agreement rate
% of respondents agreeing with statement

(

0.0%

Over 50 tested message statements on extreme weather

Source: Extreme Weather Message RCT, N = 5,865 (Jun. 2023)



Facts about
increasing severity
can show that we’'re
unsafe today

Some of our most effective messages had
simple facts about the increasing severity
of storms that made it clear: this is a today
problem.

For example, this statistic, from the
high-performing message highlighted in
Figure 8: “2023 was the hottest year on
record, and the number of severe storms
have risen dramatically: from one in 1993 to
19in 2023

When our focus group participants heard
this fact, something shifted:

e As one moderate American told us, ‘It
really gives a sense of urgency that we
have had more than one severe storm
per month. It really drives home the
message that later is too late.”

e And another: “That [stat] is crazy to think
about. And with time it gets worse, the
number only gets higher. So yeah, that's
very persuasive.”

Source: National Extreme Weather In-Depth Interview Study, n
=1,000 (Apr. 2024)
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Showing just how
quickly the impacts
have arrived
increases support
across all audiences

A video we created to highlight the
personal, present-tense impact of extreme
weather featured a series of specific
families’ beloved parks, campgrounds, and
swimming holes that have been destroyed
by climate change (Figure 12), ending with
the simple, emotional point: “Climate
change is taking the places we love.” It
lifted support by 9 p.p. (Figure 13).

The effectiveness of “In Memoriam” brings
to mind a distinct but related principle that
we'll now explore in more depth: how
important it is to not just bring extreme
weather to the here and now, but to give it
a human face.

Figure 12. Screenshots from “In Memoriam”

The Schneider family The Schneider family

camping spot - R - camping spot

2016 (OB ) X 2016 - 2020

Figure 13. Focusing on “today” impacts increases support

Climate support lift vs control group among target audience of
suburban women (p.p.

overall +8.8 p.p.
Democrats +10.0 p.p.
Independents +9.0 p.p.
Republicans
0.0 p.p. 25 p.p. 5.0 p.p. 7.5 p.p. 10.0 p.p.

Note: Lift reported for T2B (“Strongly support” and “Support”)
Source: Potential Energy Coalition “In Memoriam RCT,” N = 3,188 (Jan. 2024)
Sample: Target audience of suburban women N = 2,005; Democrats N = 801; Republicans N = 576



MEET PEOPLE WHERE THEY ARE

Heat vs. wet

As data from YPCCC shows, people more
intuitively connect heat events (like
extreme heat and wildfires) to climate
change than wet events (like hurricanes
and floods).

When educating on “wet” events, we've
found it helpful to:

Explicitly connect them to
warming. For example, “An
overheating planet makes storms
warmer, wetter, and more severe.”

Highlight trends, such as that in
our winning narrative: “2023 was
the hottest year on record and the
number of severe storms have
increased 20-fold in the last 30
years.”

Figure 14. Heat events are more intuitively connected
to climate change than wet events

“How much do you think global warming is affecting the following in the
United States?”

M Aot Some A little Notatall [l Dontknow [l Noresponse

Extreme heat 20% 14% 12% 12% 1%

Wildfires 19% 12% 16% 14% 0%,

Droughts 21% 14% 14% 14% 1%

Flooding 13% 17% 16% 2%

Hurricanes 1% 18%

Tornados 12% 19% 19% 2%
0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Source: “Climate Change in the American Mind: Beliefs & Attitudes” (YPCCC, Fall 2023)
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https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-fall-2023/

3

It's not about “the
weather.”

It's about people.

Time and time again, we find that real
stories from real people are especially
effective at increasing support. In a recent
RCT, we measured the effectiveness of a
personal narrative against the effectiveness
of a traditional financial argument. The
results (in Figure 15) were clear.

Figure 15. Real stories from real people beat traditional

financial arguments

Comparing lift in climate support (p.p.)

+6pp

liftin climate

surport vs
control group

FINANCIAL COSTS

Message summary:

Extreme weather costs us too much,
too often. In fact, extreme weather
events cost Americans over $175B in
damages in 2022 - that's over 9x
what the costs totaled in 2010.

Note: Lift reported for T2B (“Strongly support” and “Support”)
Source: Extreme Weather Message RCT, N = 5,865 (Jun. 2023)

+11pp

liftin climate
support vs
control group

FIRST-PERSON
HUMAN IMPACT STORY

Message summary:

I've been farming for 30 years and this
is the worst weather I've ever seen. |
lost my entire harvest after a flash
flood. Months of labor gone in just 6
hours. It's been getting worse every
year. I'm worried about what it'll be like
in the future.
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Showing the human
face of unnatural
disasters lifts
support across all
audiences

We created an ad that shared news reports
of increasing extreme weather overlaid with
the faces of real people who had been
affected by it. To them, extreme weather
was “more than a headline.”

Taken together,
these principles lead
us to emphasize that
pollution causes
unnatural disasters
that are impacting
real people right now

We've also learned that, even when people
are inspired by the problem, they don't
always understand the most effective
solution, which we'll unpack in principle four.
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Figure 16. Screenshots from “More than a Headline”

*144 Days in the Triple Digits™ N “Smoke from Wildfires Threaten Americans’ Health™
’ \

Figure 17. Showing human faces increases support
Climate support lift vs control group (p.p.)

Overall

Democrats

Independents +17.1 P-P-
Republicans
0.0 p.p. 5.0 p.p. 10.0 p.p. 15.0 p.p. 20.0 p.p.

Note: Lift reported for T2B (“Strongly support” and “Support”)
Source: Potential Energy Coalition “This is Climate Change RCT,” N = 2,976 (Sep. 2023)
Sample: Democrats N = 1,158; Republicans N = 814
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4 Figure 18. “Individual Actions” are top of mind for many

“What should be done to prevent worsening extreme weather?”

It's not about

individual actions. a7%
It’s about joining —
tog et h er to d emdadn d I('::C“;gl: ;I ?:Z::)F?;sgi‘::’)buying Transition from fossil fuels BTX-14: 1 - No
o energy-e f;‘icient cpplio,n ces, to clean.energy (32%) carbo.n sol:ntlons
pOI |Cy ChCI nge. upgrading homes) (solar, wind, hydropower) pollution |[[(F4))

(15%)

When looking for solutions, Americans
often default to individual behavior
change. We asked, “What should be done

. o
to prgvent worsening extreme we.ot.h.er. 0% 059 50% 759%
Four in ten (41%) respondents prioritized

individual behavior change, as shown in
Figure 19. Of course recycling, composting, Fewer than half of respondents

buying energy-efficient appliances, and choose systemic solutions to
other individual actions can all add up. But solve extreme weather

we know that the most important shifts to
make are systemic  solutions that
accelerate the transition from fossil fuels to Source: Extreme Weather Narrative Platform RCT, N = 8,391 (May 2024); “Control” cell data shown here (N =1,205)

clean energy.

In focus groups, we learned a bit more
about why the individual actions that first
come to mind for so many can actually be
disempowering. They feel daunted by the
scale of the challenge. “To me, it doesn't
feel like we can touch climate” one
participant told us. “It's so big and broad
that | can't wrap my head around it” It
“requires everyone to be on the same
page,” another said. And if the solutions
don't feel up to the scale of the problem, ‘I
can't see how we'll make much of a
difference.” No one likes wasted effort.




It's essential to make
the solutions feel
apolitical

Extreme weather affects everyone, and it's
an enormous problem. If the solutions feel
niche, they also feel unrealistic. But if they
feel big and broadly appealing, it gives
people hope that they'll be big enough to be
effective.

Simple communication tactics can broaden
the coalition. A statement like, “Join the
millions demanding smart climate
policies” makes systemic solutions sound
appealing and effective. When those same
focus group respondents heard this, it
changed their feelings of powerlessness. “It
makes you feel like youre part of this
majority that feels the same way,” one said.
And another: “It will send a message to
those in charge that these are actual
important concerns that a majority of the
people have.”

Our recommended
“unnatural disasters”
narrative also lifts
demand for a
transition away from
fossil fuels

and towards clean energy (especially with
Independents, who had an 11 p.p. increase in
support after being exposed to this
message).
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Conclusion and
call to action

The increase in extreme weather that we are all living through is not natural,
and the better people understand that, the greater our chances will be to build
a broad codalition and popularize the solutions we need. Using the language of
‘unnatural disasters” has the potential to shift the cultural conversation,
educate on the real cause of extreme weather, and build a movement to drive
action.

That's why we want to work together this year to ensure we own the moment
when extreme weather strikes. We invite all of our fellow climate
communicators to:

»  Use the language of “unnatural disasters.”
The phrase persuades, and the narrative platform can inspire support
across the aisle.

»  Visit our “Unnatural Disasters Resource Hub”
where you'll find ready-to-run content and helpful messaging guidance.

»  Share widely.
The more climate communicators unite, the more effective we'll be at
educating the public and building support for smart policy decisions.

Extreme weather is a tragic reality but also a profound teaching opportunity—a
time when information-seeking often spikes and everyday Americans are
actively looking to better understand climate change and its impacts. If we
align on a clear, persuasive message, we can increase demand for climate
policy, build associations that endure, and help stop unnatural disasters from
destroying more of what we love.

Thank you for your support and partnership.

Please contact info@potentialenergycoalition.org
with any questions.

This report is published by Potential Energy Coalition, Inc,
a 501(c)(3) charitable, nonpartisan organization for public
education purposes only. It is not intended to be used by
candidates, campaigns, or for political purposes.
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https://potentialenergycoalition.org/unnatural-disasters/

Appendix

Detailed
communication
resources

Additional guidance to deliver effective messages:

e Academic insights to broaden appeal
e Words to use and words to lose

e Common traps to avoid
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[P - Researchers have found simple language
Achemlc 'nS|ghts to tweaks can help us connect with more
broqden qppeql people and bring new audiences into the

climate change conversation.

Figure 19. Academic insights to broaden the appeal of extreme weather commmunication

Research Finding Example

“The percent of Americans worried about
extreme weather has risen dramatically in the
last few years, and is now at 70%.”

Communicating increases in popularity causes more persuasion
than communicating popularity only (Mortensen et al., 2019)

People may be more affected by “converts” or people who were “It wasn't until the 2023 heat wave that
formerly skeptical and changed their mind (Geber et al.,, 2022) Bucky Squier was convinced..”

Emphasizing that people are switching can be more effective than “More and more people are asking that fossil fuel
communicating static statistics alone (Loschelder et al., 2019) companies be held accountable for their pollution.”

“Working-together normative appeals” which invite people to

“joinin” and “do it together” are more effective than asking people “Join the millions demanding change.”
to do something on their own (Howe et al., 2021)

Use language that reflects people’s moral values and supports general
positive norms in society (Constantino et al., 2022); appeal to a reference
group that people identify with (Lede et al.,, 2019; Chung & Lapinski, 2023)

“Thoughtful parents are coming together to be
sure their kids can grow up the same way they did...”

Emphasize alignment of norms as opposed to conflict “Most people want to do what's reasonable to
(Hornsey & Fielding, 2020) reduce pollution.”



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1948550617734615?casa_token=Ky8kcPAprJsAAAAA%3AGfPh1Qa0ElqA8iV2QyQKNrttTHcFvUJh8kNSKfVdZOQcTsmQx6aNQvmB4NS72kabUjs0aJij8CJm
https://www.zora.uzh.ch/id/eprint/223045/1/2192_4007_2022_3_453.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167487018303155?casa_token=pX0FNUXqaDwAAAAA:exSkJ0tpPnwkS9ifvN2VX-2EctPd0NnYYwQIWA-KXla03MFUz-Ene86wEWYvdN8Sn4V0QIXZfQ
https://psycnet.apa.org/fulltext/2021-82680-001.pdf?auth_token=7319b2e03fade6b4fac44a2f18d192c834c53b92
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/15291006221105279?casa_token=TlugMBlUvagAAAAA%3Ap5WYpfHJTuoEHmajIQ2mVJBDDDZqvVedRSql22plUporJb1Ym3FspHlV5K3NRIzuzxvXPl05YyFC
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272494419301318?casa_token=LCIxaNqUhTAAAAAA:MJ8sh83PoOxk0rnWCqEPMrvrcWKo9mmCuCMIvQTsWMavaUjmPB6Xq_H7oZ2UAREKlsxBrEj3TQ
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00936502231176670?casa_token=ZYLGNDWzKzQAAAAA%3AZt8FaLKoBHZK0qgIMqGaSgqcHy7bO1hpsR0ehTfPmeJ6kpaehyEepsn8I63UpUl0C-6xTXD7qlq6
https://spssi.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/sipr.12058?casa_token=Dvf-z4DS0QMAAAAA%3A6hD8s_DknAKjqhJloiarco03Jj7XPQE5uVlf5-71che6MVcD2wTXHKwJLHstK17X6WN2gL85vheQCP0

Words to use and
words to lose

Some common language comes with partisan
baggage, or has just been made less effective
through extensive use. We recommend bold
language with bipartisan appeal.

Figure 20. Language to use less of and language to use more of:

LESS OF THIS

Warming

100-year storms

Greenhouse emissions

Decarbonize

Heat wave

Extreme weather

Unseasonable [ unseasonably

Natural disasters

MORE OF THIS

Overheating

Billion-dollar severe storms have increased 20-fold

Fossil fuel pollution, Carbon pollution

Reduce pollution

Dangerous heat, unsafe heat

Extreme storms, crushing heat, severe drought

Unnatural [ unnaturally

Unnatural disasters
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Common traps

to avoid

33

Below are a few illustrations of how we can
effectively reframe some common pitfalls in
extreme weather messaging.

Figure 21. Arguments that work less well with the mass audience today

Common Trap What to avoid What to use instead

. “Fossil fuel pollution is causing our oceans to heat up, which makes
Assuming . “Intense hurricanes make it clear: hurriconesFr)nore intense.” 9 P
understanding we need to hold big polluters

about attribution

Technical jargon

Partisan cues

Economic
arguments

Abstract global
impacts

Nuanced attribution
conversations

accountable.”

“Hundred-year storms are getting
more and more common.”

“"Go green to prevent extreme
flooding.”

“Extreme weather cost taxpayers
billions of dollars and thousands of
good-paying jobs.”

“Weather around the world is
getting more and more extreme.”

“Storms like this might be caused
by climate change.”

Leading with education and connecting storms to heat is most
effective.

“Most Americans can feel the weather changing, and can see how
it's making us unsafe.”

Approachable language makes it real for everyday people.

“Too much pollution is making heat waves last longer than ever.”

Terms that unite-like pollution, protection, and conservation—can
bring new audiences into the conversation.

“Support action on pollution to limit extreme weather.”

Pollution frames outperform economic arguments, which can be
hard to grasp.

“These unnatural disasters are harming real people, like the Morrison
family in California ...”

Local impacts often resonate more personally than global
consequences.

“Climate change is making our weather more dangerous. 2023 was
the hottest year on record, and the number of severe storms have
risen dramatically: from one in 1993 to 19 in 2023.”

Connecting to an inarguable trend can be more effective than less
decisive attribution language around a specific storm.
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