
What  could  be  simpler?  You  employ  a  range  of  available  communication
tools—banners,  posters,  flyers,  email,  seminars,  speeches,  sermons,
games,  prizes,  blogs…whatever  works  within  your  setting  to  engrain
environmental  ideas  and  actions.  (An  interesting  example  is  the

Transition  Network).1

But  it  never  is  a  simple  matter  of  persuasion  by  reason.  Most  scholars
would  agree  that  media  campaigns  must  account  for  preexisting  biases
and  ideologies.  Such  beliefs  help  to  explain  how  and  when  green
persuasion  works—or  doesn’t.

We  know,  for  instance,  that  Fox  News  and  the  Wall  Street  Journal
generally  misinform  the  public  about  climate  science  and  much
entertainment  programming  distorts  the  context,  history,  and  social

impact  of  climate  change—when  such  themes  are  presented  at  all.2

In  this  context,  a  green  media  campaign  might  benefit  from  the  insights  of
two  recent  psychological  studies,  which  suggest  that  the  effectiveness  of
the  message  depends  to  a  significant  extent  on  how  well  it  communicates
to  liberal  and  conservative  partisans.  This  might  seem  like  another  “duh”
moment  in  the  annals  of  science,  like  testing  whether  or  not  people  feel
happier  when  it’s  sunny  rather  than  cloudy.  After  all,  on  the  topic  of
environmental  risk,  the  conventional  wisdom  (in  the  United  States  at
least)  is  that  climate  change  is  a  liberal  concern,  while  conservatives
attack  the  notion  as  hokum.  But  these  studies  show  that  the  problem  of
ideology  is  far  from  settled.

Researchers  at  the  University  of  California,  Berkeley  and  Stanford
University  investigated  the  impact  of    “environmental  discourse”  in
newspaper  editorials  and  public-­service  announcements.  They  found  that
the  media  primarily  frame  environmental  risk  through  moral  arguments
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Let’s  say  you  want  to  advocate  for  a  greener  school  or  workplace.  You  have  an  initial  list  of
ecologically-­sound  goals:  recycling,  green  cleaning  chemicals,  water  filtration  to  reduce  plastic  bottle
use,  organic  waste  composting,  solar-­powered  rechargers,  and  so  on.  Once  these  institutional
changes  are  in  place,  you  will  have  created  the  conditions  for  part-­time  environmentalism:  everyone
in  the  institution  will  have  the  opportunity  to  act  in  environmentally  conscious  ways.

But  being  a  part-­time  environmentalist  is  not  a  gateway  to  full-­time  involvement.  Getting  “involved”  is
time-­consuming  and  difficult  to  fit  into  what  sociologists  call  “habits  of  thought.”  And  green  habits  of
thought  are  prerequisites  for  thorough  and  effective  full-­time  environmentalism  through  everyday
social  routines.

To  persuade  people  to  make  environmentalism  more  than  a  part-­time  activity,  you  might  need  a
green  media  campaign.  The  media  (as  broadly  defined)  play  a  pivotal  role  in  spreading  knowledge  of
the  scientific,  social,  and  political  variables  upon  which  environmental  literacy  depends.
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about  social  harm  and  care.  These  resonate  most  effectively  with  liberals.
When  pro-­environmental  discourse  shifts  into  the  “moral  domain”  of
purity  and  disgust,  its  messages  resonate  better  with  conservatives.  The
researchers  recommend  that  reframing  pro-­environmental  messages
using  both  harm/care  and  purity/disgust  “can  reduce  the  gap  between

liberals  and  conservatives  in  environmental  concerns.”3

Another  recent  study—a  collaboration  between  political  scientists  and
neuroscientists  in  the  US  and  Europe—raises  related  questions  by
examining  the  brain  functions  of  liberals  and  conservatives  exposed  to
risk-­taking.  Using  functional  magnetic  resonance  imaging  (fMRI),  they
found  that  both  groups  are  willing  risk-­takers,  but  liberals  and
conservatives  differ  dramatically  in  their  brain  activity  when  doing  so.
Conservatives  activate  the  right  amygdala,  which  is  attuned  to  external
threats  and  potential  rewards.  Liberals,  by  contrast,  have  greater  activity
in  the  area  associated  with  social-­  and  self-­awareness.  The  researchers
observe  that  “acting  as  a  partisan  in  a  partisan  environment  may  alter  the

brain,  above  and  beyond  the  effect  of  heredity.”4

The  first  of  these  studies  tells  us  that  conservatives  react  in  pro-­
environmental  ways  to  repellent  imagery  of  environmental  disaster
because  it  elicits  disgust  or  poses  threats  to  bodily  purity—contaminated
water,  toxic  spills,  smog-­enveloped  cities,  and  so  on.  Green  persuasion
could  use  this  moral  frame  more  often,  together  with  the  care/harm
frame,  which  uses  imagery  more  resonate  with  liberals  such  as
deforestation,  habitat  destruction,  and  drought-­ravaged  land.  Cognitive
linguistic  research  on  environmental  frames,  ideology,  and  political

partisanship  offers  many  communication  strategies  like  these.6

The  neuro-­political  “Red  Brain,  Blue  Brain”  study  argues  that  political
milieus  structure  how  the  brain  functions,  suggesting  that  conservatives
and  liberals  who  live  in  the  echo-­chamber  of  their  political  beliefs—
including  the  media  they  use—engage  with  such  risks  as  climate  change
in  significantly  different  ways.  This  is  intriguing  research,  and  hints  at  new
and  interesting  directions  for  green  persuasion.  The  use  of  fMRI  as  an
experimental  tool  is  cutting  edge  in  cognitive  neuroscience  and  its
application  might  be  useful  in  designing  effective  communication
strategies,  though  we  recommend  a  strong  dose  of  critical  neuroscience

to  go  along  with  this  approach.7

We  have  other  quibbles  with  these  studies.  A  liberal/conservative  dualism
might  apply  to  the  United  States,  but  not  so  securely  to  societies  where
governance  and  media  systems  tolerate  greater  political  diversity.  And
the  second  study  seemed,  at  times,  like  an  advertisement  for  the  fMRI  as
a  political  market  research  tool,  an  expensive  one  to  be  sure.

Caveats  aside,  these  studies  suggest  that  any  campaign  to  persuade
large  groups  of  people  to  think  and  act  in  a  pro-­environmental  manner
must  take  into  account  political  ideologies,  moral  cues,  and  neural
processes.  It  may  be  a  liberal  brain  that  responds  to  the  assertion  that
the  ecological  crisis  and  risks  to  human  and  non-­human  nature  affect
everyone.  But  that  is  also  the  scientific  consensus,  which  makes  the  task
of  developing  effective  green  persuasion  all  the  more  urgent.
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