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Research Summary 

‘Climate Change and the Public Sphere’ (CCPS) is an Australian Research 
Council-funded project undertaken by scholars from across the social, political 
and natural sciences within the Australian National University. The aim of 
CCPS is to gain greater understanding of how members of the public currently 
perceive climate change, as well as how they think they and others can and 
will respond to projected future impacts. The project employs rigorous 
research methods to achieve these aims, including regionally modelled 
climate scenarios; Q-sort opinion mapping; qualitative interviewing; and a 
deliberative event. 

Explaining the CCPS project: process and research methods 
The CCPS project has undertaken the following research. 
1. Developed a series of climate change scenarios for the ACT and 
Goulburn-Mulwaree regions 
A range of projected future climate change scenarios for medium and high 
emission pathways were produced in conjunction with leading climate 
scientists from The Australian National University. The scenarios included 
information about changes to various climate parameters, plant distributions, 
agricultural impact, water availability and health. The scenarios were 
generated for three time slices: the present (averaged over a 30 year period 
up to 2005), 2050 and 2100. 
2. Interviewed member of the public about their potential responses to 
each of the climate change scenarios 
The scenarios were presented to randomly selected public participants who 
were recruited from the ACT and Goulburn-Mulwaree Shire. Over 100 
individuals participated, using a one-to-one interview format wherein they 
discussed their current perceptions of, and responses to, climate change. The 
scenarios were then presented sequentially, and participants’ responses were 
analysed to understand if and how their reactions to climate change alter in 
light of the different scenarios. 
3. Developed a ‘considered’ response to potential climate change under 
deliberative conditions 
The third part of the research was a 4-day deliberative forum comprising a 
sub-sample of the interview participants (35 in total: approximately half from 
each case study area). The forum involved expert presentations and the 

http://deliberativedemocracy.anu.edu.au/ccps/scenarios/


development of recommendations for decision-makers on climate change 
adaption policies, now encapsulated in a project report. 

CCPS Findings 
The main findings from the project so far result from two separate analyses. 
The first involved analysis across all participants, while the second focused on 
participants identified as ‘climate sceptics’.  
The overall analysis identified three main attitudinal types (perspectives) 
among participants: 

A. Self-assured scepticism, where individuals tended not to believe that 
climate change was human induced, or problematic. 

B. Governance Imperative, underscored by the belief that climate change 
is a problem, but is not a particularly alarming issue. Thus centralised 
action by government is preferred to personal and civil society action. 

C. Alarmed Defeatism, where climate change is considered a potentially 
catastrophic issue, partly due to a lack of willingness by individuals and 
governments to act. 

These three positions are summarised in the figure below, which shows 
the main components of each position: 
 

 
 

Impact of Scenarios 
During the interviews, the medium emissions scenarios tended to invoke a 
movement of individuals from the direction of perspective A toward B., That is, 
there was an increasing willingness to believe that climate change was real 
and therefore required action to address it, particularly from the government.  

http://deliberativedemocracy.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/documents/working_papers/CCPSPartReport.pdf


As the scenarios projected an increased intensity of climate change impacts, 
there was a change in direction of individuals beliefs toward position C. 
Participants were much more likely to become despondent about the prospect 
for effective action to either reduce climate change or adapt to its impacts. 
Under this scenario individuals were much less willing to take personal action 
to address climate change, partly due to lack of trust in other community 
members to do likewise.  

Impact of Deliberation 
Participation in the deliberative process had the opposite effect to exposure to 
the high emissions scenario in the interviews— apart from the withdrawal of a 
couple of ‘deep sceptics’ (more of which below). Deliberation effectively 
changed the nature of the issue by restructuring the participants’ attitudes 
reported above. Position A is marked by less scepticism and more willingness 
to call for action: B by a greater focus on community engagement; and C 
disappeared. However, two additional positions emerged. The first was similar 
to the altered B position, with greater emphasis on personal and community 
action. The second displayed eagerness to act, but also much more optimism 
about the prospects for successful adaptation. 

The Impact on Sceptics 
A separate analysis of ‘climate sceptics’ found a considerable amount of 
variation in types of scepticism, which depended upon whether participants 
thought 1) climate change is real; 2) whether it is human induced; and 3) 
whether it is really a problem. For a small number of ‘deeper’ climate sceptics, 
exposure to the scenarios and participation in the deliberative process had no 
impact on their positions. If anything, they became increasingly sceptical with 
two individuals withdrawing from the deliberative process after the first day. 
The remainder of those showing some level of scepticism were influenced by 
the scenarios, with many becoming less sceptical during the interview 
process. However, follow up interviews (6 months after the initial interviews) 
showed this effect does not always last, as levels of scepticism often returned 
to their original levels. Still, taking part in the deliberative process appeared to 
have a more enduring effect on participants’ levels of scepticism, with many 
stating they were now convinced about the reality and pressing nature of 
climate change 

Main Findings and Policy Implications 
• As climate change scenarios became more severe, high level of 

scepticism are displaced somewhat by demands for public action, usually 
from (all levels of) government. 

• Projected severe climate change impacts can produce maladaptive 
responses, which may prove problematic for developing adaptive policies 
that require community cooperation. 

• Information about climate change via regional scenarios does not produce 
lasting changes to public attitudes. 



• Intensive deliberative styles of engagement produce more positive 
adaptive responses. However, more research needs to be done on how 
this can be replicated on a wider scale. 
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For further information on the project, please contact: 
Dr Simon Niemeyer 
Centre for Deliberative Democracy and Global Governance 
Research School of Social Sciences 
The Australian National University 
ACT 0200 
ph. +61 (0)2 6125 3605 
simon.niemeyer@anu.edu.au  
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