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Three things about me

• I was born and raised in New Jersey
• I live in Madison with my wife (West 

High teacher) and three daughters (one 
at West)

• I am a climate scientist and UW-
Madison professor who has spent that 
past 2 decades studying how plants, 
climate, and weather all influence each 
other



Let’s play a game

• Pair up
• Grab a scenario strip
• How would you respond as a climate 

activist to this line of thinking?



The continued release of CO2 to the 
atmosphere from burning fossil fuels would 
“almost certainly cause significant changes” and 
“could be deleterious from the point of view of 
human beings […] and marked changes in 
climate, not controllable through local or even 
national efforts.

U.S. President's Science Advisory to 
President Lyndon B. Johnson 1966



Bottom Line
• Climate is warming and change is projected 

to accelerate in next century with continued 
increases in fossil fuel emissions

• Without significant reduction in emissions 
over next few decades, the negative effects 
and costs of climate to society and 
ecosystems will overtake any possible 
benefits.

• The public increasingly supports action on 
climate change and is hungry for credible, 
legitimate, salient information on how to do so



What is Climate?

• Climate is the average of weather
– “Climate is what you expect, weather is 

what you get” –Andrew John Herbertson
– “Climate is your personality, weather is 

your mood” –Marshall Shepherd 
• Climate changes naturally (over eons) 

and by humans (over centuries)
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Three things about climate

• Climate is the average of weather
• Climate changes naturally and by 

humans
• The study of climate change is well-

established. We know how climate 
changes and what’s is mostly causing 
current change



Knutti et al, 2017





Bloomberg





Total global emissions

Total global emissions: 40.8 � 2.7 GtCO2 in 2016, 52% over 1990
Percentage land-use change: 42% in 1960, 12% averaged 2007-2016

Land-use change estimates from two bookkeeping models, using fire-based variability from 1997
Source: CDIAC; Houghton and Nassikas 2017; Hansis et al 2015; van der Werf et al. 2017; 

Le Quéré et al 2017; Global Carbon Budget 2017

http://cdiac.ornl.gov/trends/emis/meth_reg.html
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/2016GB005546
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/2014GB004997
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-10-11707-2010
https://doi.org/10.5194/essd-2017-123
http://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonbudget/


Top emitters: fossil fuels and industry (per capita)

Countries have a broad range of per capita emissions reflecting their national circumstances

Source: CDIAC; Le Quéré et al 2017; Global Carbon Budget 2017

http://cdiac.ornl.gov/trends/emis/meth_reg.html
https://doi.org/10.5194/essd-2017-123
http://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonbudget/


So what’s the big deal?
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Why aren’t we doing 
something about it then?



So what do you do about 
climate change?

• Denialism is a normal doomsday response
• So is alarmism. Trying an “all of the above” 

solution is paralyzing
• But, there are some levers we know work:

– Rethinking agriculture
– Reducing deforestation
– Expanding our energy choices
– Providing incentives to change



We do and believe like our 
neighbors

• Or at least, what we think are neighbors 
do and believe…





Community standards can 
change

• Education and generational change
– Recycling

• Regulation
– Acid rain

• Innovation
– The Ozone Hole







There is support for policy

http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us-2016/

http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us-2016/


Climateoptimist.org



Places to find good counter-
arguments and solutions

• https://skepticalscience.com/argument.php

https://skepticalscience.com/argument.php


Places to find good counter-
arguments and solutions

• https://www.drawdown.org/solutions

https://www.drawdown.org/solutions


A caveat
• Do not argue entirely from “facts”
• Psychological studies (see work by Dan 

Kahan at Yale) show arguing from fact 
alone on controversial topics tends to 
cause people to reinforce their pre-
existing belief (abortion, evolution, gun 
control, climate change, etc…)

• People are more likely to trust you if you 
first demonstrate shared values and 
interest in learning from each other



• “Higher temperatures and less-predictable 
weather would hurt poor farmers […] It would 
be a terrible injustice to let climate change 
undo any of the past half-century’s progress 
against poverty and disease—and doubly 
unfair because the people who will be hurt 
the most are the ones doing the least to 
cause the problem.”

Linkedin.com



Let’s play again

• This time use arguments from 
skepticalscience, drawdown, or 
elsewhere to craft your response

• Consider how you introduce yourself  
and which climate concern category 
your person falls into and how that 
influences your response

• What questions might you ask this 
person?



Thanks!

• Ankur Desai
• @profdesai (Twitter)
• https://flux.aos.wisc.edu
• desai@aos.wisc.edu

https://flux.aos.wisc.edu/

