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Silent thinking…. 

•  Cite 3 arguments you would use to convince a skeptic that 
climate change is a reality ?  

•  To which information source would you direct him to turn 
his mind ? 

•  Did you ever communicate some climate data/results to 
non climatologists ? With which result ? 
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Conclusion 



Communication at the heart of 
climate services 



Background information 

•  The worlds of scientists and decision makers differ. 
 
•  Providers of climate information are caught in a dilemma: 

 scientific rigor <-> societal usefulness. 
 
•  The concept of uncertainty hampers effective communication.  
 
•  Visualization of climate information has advantages and risks.  
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1. Why and How communicate ?  



1.1 In response to climate skeptics 



Objectifs et principes du projet 



Objectifs et principes du projet 



Objectifs et principes du projet 



1.2 How to exist/resist in a world of 
communication ? 



How to exist ? 

•  Over-communication (companies, consultants…) 

•  Possible strategies 
•  Using existing « weapons », jumping in the media system 
•  Standing firm , resisting, as a scientist 

 
Climatologists, researchers have hard times ! 
 
Climate services should provide structure, ready to use 

information, and limit the pressure 
 
 





Ambigous communication on climate change mitigation 

•  Flying bears 

•  Oil addicts 

•  So coal Facebook 

•  10:10 no pressure 

Humor, fear, anxiety… 



2. Uncertainty and visualisation : 
towards more robust 
representations 



Context 

•  Femke Stoverinck Msc 
thesis at TEC, linked to 
CLIM-RUN 

•  From a sample of « official » 
climate change impact 
assessmet and adaptation 
strategies, analysis of 
•  Institutional communication 

on climate change 
•  The waty climatologists 

communicate outside their 
usual world 

 
 

C om m u n ic a tion 	  of	  c l im a te	  in form a tion : 	  tr a v el l in g	  
th r ou gh 	  th e	  d ec i sion -‐m a k in g	  p r oc ess 	  

Circulation,	  uncertainty	  and	  visualization	  
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The policy process 

	   Pre-‐existing	  knowledge	  

	  

Adaptation	  plan	  

	  

Adaptation	  strategy	  

	  

Projection	  

	  

	  Impact	  assessment	  

	  

	  



Collecting material 

Realm	  of	  society 

Na/onal	  adapta/on	  
documents 

Ac/on	  plan 

Climate	  projec/on	  
reports 

-‐	  Final	  project	  reports	  	  

-‐	  Execu/ve	  summaries 

Expert 

Decision-‐maker 

Stakeholder 

1.	  Developing	  pre-‐exis,ng	  
knowledge 

 

5.	  Work	  out	  an	  adapta,on	  plan 

 

4.	  Design	  an	  adapta,on	  
strategy 

 

2.	  Construct	  the	  projec,on 

 

	  3.	  Assess	  the	  impacts 
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	  Climatologist 
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2.1 Uncertainty 



Uncertainty 
Communicating climate information 

•  Climate information that is presented as certain or of 
middle-probability (the mean estimate) is easy to 
understand, yet it is incomplete. 

•   Decision makers with a risk management perspective 
need full information on probabilities. 

•  Communicating uncertainty in qualitative terms as 
introduced by the IPCC is sensitive for differential 
interpretation and misinterpretation. (differential 
interpretation of ‘very likely’) 

  
 
 

        
 
 



Uncertainty 
Communicating climate information 

•  In most communication the uncertainty is 
underrepresented, because: 

 
–  it mainly concerns the climate projections and not 

other phases such as the impact assessment, 

  
 
 

        
 
 



Uncertainty 
Communicating climate information 
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Uncertainty: spaghettis ! 
Communicating climate information 

	  



Uncertainty 
Communicating climate information 

	  
	   Notion	  on	  extremes	   No	  notion	  on	  extremes	   Total	  
Spread	  of	  projections	   5	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (23%)	   5	  	  	  	  	  (23%)	   10	  
Mean	  of	  projections	   10	  	  	  	  	  (45%)	   2	  	  	  	  	  (	  9%)	   12	  
Total	   15	   7	   22	  
Table	  5.1:	  cross-‐table	  	  combining	  spread/mean	  and	  notion	  of	  extremes	  
	  



Visualization:  scientific rigor + social useful  
Communicating climate information 



Uncertainty 
Communicating climate information 

•  In most communication the uncertainty is 
underrepresented, because: 

 
–  it mainly concerns the climate projections and not 

other phases such as the impact assessment, 
–  there is a tendency towards presenting one scenario, 
–  the mean estimate from climate projections is 

presented. 

  
 
 

        
 
 



2.2 Visualisation 



Visualization 
Communicating climate information 

•  Vizualization promisses to improve decision-making,  
yet there has been little investigation into how and when 
visualization affects decision-making. 

•  Information in visual form receives greater weight than  
textual information. 

•  People’s accurate judgement of visualized information 
depends on the way the image is constructed. 
Judgement of a line is more accurate than colour and 
area.  

  
  
 
 

        
 
 



Visualization 
Communicating climate information 

•  Vizualizing climate information does not always facilitate 
an easy and correct uptake of the information, because: 

 
–  coloured maps, the most frequent applied 

visualization tool, is not best tool for  decision-
making, 

 
  
 
 

        
 
 



Visualization 
Communicating climate information 

	  

Figure	  5.4:	  Distribution	  of	  visualization	  tools	  according	  to	  their	  purpose.	  Left:	  visualization	  tools	  used	  
to	  visualize	  a	  projection,	  N	  =	  36.	  Right:	  visualization	  tools	  used	  to	  communicate	  the	  general	  message	  
on	  uncertainty,	  N	  =	  13.	  
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Visualization 
Communicating climate information 

Colour	   for	   decrease	   of	  
precipitation	  

Frequency	   Colour	   for	   increase	   of	  
precipitation	  

Frequency	  

Red	  	  
Blue	  
Yellow/red	  
Brown	  

4	  
1	  
1	  
1	  

Blue	  	  
Green	  
Red	  
Blue/green	  

3	  
2	  
1	  
1	  

Table	  5.3:	  Frequency	  of	  colours	  used	  for	  a	  decrease	  or	  increase	  of	  precipitation	  



Maps are not appropriate for decision-making 
Communicating climate information 

Source: German Federal Government, 
2008 

Source: Ministry of Agriculture and 
Forestry of Finland, 2005 



Visualization 
Communicating climate information 

•  Vizualizing climate information does not always facilitate 
an easy and correct uptake of the information, because: 

 
–  coloured maps, the most frequent applied 

visualization tool, is not best tool for  decision-
making, 

–  colours used in these maps are not applied 
consistently, 

  
 
 

        
 
 



Colours are not applied consistently 
Communicating climate information 

Source: Lebanese Ministry of 
Environment, 2011 



…not necessarily drier… 

 
 
 …En 2030 (2020-2040) : -7,4 mm 

 
…En 2050 (2040-2060) : -42 mm 

 
…En 2080 (2070-2090) : -24 mm 

 -‐69 -‐8,3
5 -‐60

-‐41 -‐50
-‐46 -‐22

-‐74 -‐6
2 -‐81

Evolution du cumul de précipitation annuel, projection de référence 
 Ecart (en mm)  à la période de référence 1961-1990 

 

 
 
 

  



Visualization 
Communicating climate information 

•  Vizualizing climate information does not always facilitate 
an easy and correct uptake of the information, because: 

 
–  coloured maps, the most frequent applied 

visualization tool, is not best tool for  decision-
making, 

–  colours used in these maps are not applied 
consistently, 

–  visualizations do not show uncertainty, can be 
repellent/distractive and are sometimes used as 
decoration 

  
 
 

        
 
 



Distractive vividness  
Communicating climate information 

Source: German Federal Government, 2008 



Visualization as decoration 
Communicating climate information 

Source: The Danish government, 2008 



2.3 Recommendations 



Recommendations 
 
•  Be clear and concise 

•  Use maps only when essential 

•  Consider your map/ graphs as prototypes rather than final products 
•  Need some finalization (Photoshop, Power Point…) 
•  Details matter (scale, font size, location…) 

•  Collaborate with/involve your communication department: a sound 
communication requires knowledge 



Thank you for your attention 

Ghislain Dubois 
Dubois.ghislain@tec-conseil.com 
 
www.tec-conseil.com 
 
www.air-climat.org 
 
TEC 
38 rue Sénac de Meilhan  
13001 Marseille 
France 
+ 33 (0) 4 91 91 81 25 


